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A B S T R AC T
Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is an educational principle to acknowledge 
and value all learning acquired during and throughout an individual’s lifetime so 
that learning from formal, non-formal and informal learning environments can 
be recognised, validated and accredited for various study-related or professional 
purposes. As the concept is still relatively novel, there is little previous research into 
the recognition of non-formal and informal learning of English for specific purposes 
(ESP) within a Finnish university context or how university students perceive non-
formal and informal learning in the development of their ESP proficiency, or how 
they perceive the RPL process, the method, proceedings, information, guidance and 
assessment in the recognition of their ESP proficiency.
This study investigated the non-formal and informal learning environments 
Finnish students of Business and Economics at the University of Eastern Finland 
(UEF) utilise to acquire skills in academic and field-specific English outside the 
formal classroom learning and how they perceive non-formal and informal learning 
in the development of their ESP proficiency. The study explored how the students 
perceived RPL in general and, in connection with the ESP exemption examination 
system currently in use at the UEF Language Centre, the practical arrangements, 
information and guidance and the examinations as the RPL method for non-formal 
and informal learning of ESP.
Data were collected with a mixed methods research design [QUAN + QUAL → quan] 
with purposeful non-random sampling during a two-year period using a quantitative 
questionnaire for RPL participants of Business and Economics (N=21) on four ESP 
exemption examination days and subsequent qualitative individual interviews with 
a phenomenographic approach with students who consented to the interview (N=13). 
After this data collection phase, a quantitative electronic survey was administered 
to other students of Business and Economics at UEF who had not participated in 
the ESP exemption examinations (N=105) to obtain a comparable view on RPL, RPL 
information and guidance and perceptions of the ESP exemption examinations as 
the RPL method. 
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The results of the study indicate that Finnish university students of Business and 
Economics perceive non-formal and informal learning of ESP primarily as learning 
through reading academic and field-specific texts in English, through work, various 
everyday situations and through their general English proficiency. The RPL process 
for ESP at the UEF Language Centre was seen as a valid and appreciated process to 
recognise relevant learning while including a strong time-saving aspect, an element 
also visible in the RPL non-participant data. However, both groups of students, the 
RPL participants and the non-participants, also signalled a lack of information and 
consequent demand to increase details about the ESP exemption examinations for 
all students particularly prior to registering for the RPL process. The examination 
itself, however, still appeared to be the preferred RPL method for ESP by both the 
RPL participants and the non-participants.
From the results it can be inferred that most students of Business and Economics 
at UEF found the ESP exemption examination system and process useful, practical 
and the preferred method of demonstrating their prior learning of ESP. While the 
RPL participants in this study possessed a variety of reasons for seeking to have 
their non-formal and informal learning of ESP recognised, the students consistently 
had solid and versatile backgrounds of relevant lifelong language learning and skills 
to be validated. The results thus encourage more RPL research and development in 
higher education to be performed particularly from a practitioner approach and with 
a focus on the perceptions of non-formal and informal learning, and an increasing 
number of studies in the future should focus on student perceptions, experiences and 
their various learning environments for academic and field-specific language and 
communication skills.
Key words: non-formal and informal learning, recognition of prior learning, higher 
education, English for specific purposes, mixed methods, phenomenography.
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A B S T R A K T I
Aikaisemmin hankitun osaamisen tunnistaminen ja tunnustaminen (AHOT) on 
koulutuksessa käytössä oleva periaate, jonka mukaan kaikkea elinikäisen oppimi-
sen kautta erilaisissa formaaleissa, non-formaaleissa ja informaaleissa oppimisym-
päristöissä hankittua osaamista voidaan tunnistaa osaksi opintoja, myös yliopisto-
tasolla. Koska AHOT konseptina ja käytäntönä on vielä uudehko, non-formaalisti 
eli epämuodollisesti ja informaalisti eli arkioppimisen kautta hankittua erityisalojen 
englannin kieli- ja viestintäosaamista sekä siihen liittyviä opiskelijakäsityksiä on 
tutkittu vielä hyvin vähän Suomen yliopistokontekstissa. Samoin vain vähän tut-
kimusta on toistaiseksi tehty AHOT-käytännöistä opiskelijoiden näkökulmasta ja 
kuinka opiskelijat itse käsittävät AHOT-prosessin, osaamisen tunnistamiseen liitty-
vät menetelmät, tiedotuksen, ohjauksen ja arvioinnin.
Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli tarkastella, millaisia non-formaalin ja in-
formaalin oppimisen ympäristöjä suomalaiset kauppatieteiden opiskelijat Itä-Suomen 
yliopistossa käyttävät kehittäessään alakohtaista ja akateemista englannin kieli- ja 
viestintäosaamista ja kuinka he käsittävät non-formaalin ja informaalin oppimisen 
osana omaa erityisalojen englannin kehittymistä. Tutkimus pyrki lisäksi kartoitta-
maan, kuinka opiskelijat käsittävät osaamisen tunnistamisen ja siihen liittyvät käy-
tännön järjestelyt, tiedotuksen ja ohjauksen Itä-Suomen yliopiston kielikeskuksella 
käytössä olevien englannin AHOT-näyttökokeiden kontekstissa sekä näyttökokeen 
menetelmänä tunnistaa aiemmin hankittua osaamista.
Aineisto kerättiin mixed methods -tutkimusasetelman [QUAN + QUAL → quan] 
mukaisesti kahden vuoden aikana käyttäen ensimmäisessä vaiheessa kvantitatiivista 
kyselyä kauppatieteiden englannin AHOT-näyttökokeisiin osallistuneille (N=21) sekä 
kvalitatiivista yksilöhaastattelua fenomenografisella painotuksella niihin suostunei-
den kanssa (N=13). Tämän jälkeen lisäaineistoa kerättiin toisessa vaiheessa kvantita-
tiivisella sähköisellä kyselyllä niiltä kauppatieteiden opiskelijoilta, jotka eivät olleet 
osallistuneet englannin näyttökokeisiin (N=105) liittyen AHOT-käsityksiin, tiedotuk-
seen ja ohjaukseen kielikeskuksen ja englannin AHOT-näyttökokeiden kontekstissa. 
Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että suomalaiset kauppatieteiden yliopisto-opis-
kelijat hankkivat erityisalojen englannin osaamista non-formaalisti ja informaalisti 
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varsinkin lukemalla alakohtaista ja akateemista englanninkielistä kirjallisuutta, toi-
mimalla työelämätilanteissa ja arkisissa viestintätilanteissa sekä yleisen englannin 
kielitaitonsa kautta. Non-formaalin ja informaalin osaamisen tunnistamisen AHOT-
prosessi erityisalojen englannin kohdalla Itä-Suomen yliopiston kielikeskuksella näh-
tiin validina ja arvostettuna tapana tunnistaa aiemmin hankittu osaaminen, ja siihen 
liitettiin myös voimakkaasti ajansäästämisen näkökulma, joka esiintyi myös niillä 
kauppatieteiden opiskelijoilla, jotka eivät olleet osallistuneet kauppatieteiden eng-
lannin AHOT-näyttökokeisiin. Molemmat opiskelijaryhmät eli AHOT-osallistujat ja 
ei-osallistujat viestittivät kuitenkin myös, että englannin näyttökokeista tarvitaan 
lisää ja tarkempaa tietoa varsinkin ennen ilmoittautumista, vaikka itse koe osaami-
sen tunnistamisen menetelmänä oli molemmille ryhmille parhaimpana pidetty tapa 
näyttää erityisalojen englannin aikaisemmin hankittu kieli- ja viestintäosaaminen. 
Tulokset osoittavat myös, että suuri osa Itä-Suomen yliopiston kauppatieteiden 
opiskelijoista piti kielikeskuksen englannin AHOT-näyttökoejärjestelmää hyödylli-
senä ja toimivana tapana näyttää osaaminen. Vaikka kokeisiin osallistuneilla opiske-
lijoilla oli lukuisia syitä hakeutua osaamisen näyttöön, taustalla oli vahva elinikäisen 
oppimisen kautta hankittu kieli- ja viestintäosaaminen. Täten tulosten perusteella 
AHOT-tutkimusta ja -kehitystyötä korkeakouluissa tulisi lisätä varsinkin osaamisen 
arvioijien lähtökohdista tarkastellessa non-formaalia ja informaalia oppimista. Samoin 
tutkimusta erityisalojen englannin kieli- ja viestintäosaamisesta tulisi jatkossa ene-
nevässä määrin pohjata myös opiskelijoiden käsityksiin, kokemuksiin ja osaamisen 
kehittymiseen erilaisissa oppimisympäristöissä.
Asiasanat: non-formaali ja informaali oppiminen, aikaisemmin hankitun osaami-
sen tunnistaminen ja tunnustaminen, yliopisto-opetus, erityisalojen englanti, mixed 
methods, fenomenografia.
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1 Introduction
The world today is one increasingly based on knowledge and experience and it 
also entails endless opportunities for learning. In societies where individuals have 
instantaneous access to information and can utilise a myriad of social, virtual, 
personal and communal learning environments, knowledge, including knowledge and 
skills in foreign languages, can be acquired in all manner of ways as learning is no 
longer confined to time or space. This is also acknowledged through concepts such 
as lifelong and life-wide learning so that today it is generally accepted that learning 
of even university-level knowledge or academic and field-specific language skills is 
not restricted to formal education but can be acquired outside of the classroom in the 
workplace, at home, through voluntary work or hobbies, in social organisations, in the 
community, while travelling, or with family and friends (Cedefop 2009, 73–77; European 
Commission 2001, 31–34; Marsick and Watkins 1990, 12; Singh 2005, 101–118). 
Learning, particularly in adult life, can thus be said to be the result of activities, 
interactions and experiences in a vast variety of settings through which new 
knowledge is constructed (Billett 2010a, 5). Billett (2010b, 402), a prominent scholar 
on lifelong learning and adult education, further views learning as:
“A personal process directed by our capacities, interests, situations and supports 
[...], it occurs all the time as we engage in activities and interactions in our homes, 
with our families, with our friends and acquaintances, in our work, in our work-
places, in our community engagements, in the everyday tasks in which we engage, 
and when we are alone”. 
This acknowledgement of the value of all learning, regardless of where or when 
acquired, has also translated into higher education (HE), traditionally considered the 
pinnacle of formal learning, as higher education institutions (HEIs) throughout the 
world increasingly recognise and validate non-formal and informal learning. This 
typically transpires through the recognition of prior learning (RPL), a well-established 
principle in European and global HE whereby students have the right to have their 
relevant formally, non-formally and informally acquired learning recognised as 
part of their HE degrees (Challis 1993, 1; Colardyn & Bjørnåvold 2005, 5). RPL in 
the European HE context includes the accreditation or validation of learning from 
various non-formal and informal experiences and situations under the condition that 
the learning can be matched against pre-defined learning outcomes so that in effect 
an RPL process is an evaluation of the applicant’s experience, skills and abilities 
for the purpose of awarding for example credits, exemption or entry. As learning 
is intrinsically connected to human existence, also HEIs must recognise all forms 
of learning accumulated in their students’ lives, and herein resides the essence of 
non-formal and informal learning and its recognition in HE: learning can transpire 
anywhere, and formal, non-formal or informal learning environments are considered, 
2at least in principle, of equal value also in institutions of higher learning, including 
universities. The role of the various forms of learning contributing towards a HE or 
university degree are further illustrated in figure 1.1 below.
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The various processes for RPL throughout European HE and therefore also in 
Finnish HEIs enable students to utilise learning from all learning environments in 
the progression of their studies, and subsequently having students’ knowledge and 
skills recognised as completed courses or otherwise accumulated credits, such as 
for their required language and communication studies in Finnish HEIs, can result 
in shorter study times nd more ffective transitions between HE studies and the 
labour market (European Commission 2001, 16–17; Keurulainen 2008, 12; Ministry 
of Education and Culture 2012, 45). The beneficiaries of RPL in the HE context can 
therefore be considered to be not only the stude t  but also the HEIs, employers and 
the entire society since RPL enables:
 - HEIs to allocate funds more effectively;
 - Employers and the society t  benefit from students’ more fluent and flexible 
transitions to the labour market;
 - Increased national and international mobility for study and professional 
purposes; and
 - A profound effect on individual self-awareness, self-esteem and motivation 
through the process of having one’s learning recognised and validated
 - (Ministry of Education 2007, 22; Pokorny & Whittaker 2014, 259; Werquin 
2010, 9).
3However, despite the potential societal, educational and individual benefits of the 
recognition of non-formal and informal learning to enable the completion of HE studies 
more quickly, efficiently and affordably, this “fast-track through formal education” 
(Werquin 2010, 7) still transpires very marginally at least in Finnish universities 
(Ministry of Education and Culture 2013, 29-30), even though the recognition of non-
formal and informal learning as part of Finnish university degrees was introduced 
already in 2004 (Government Decree on University Degrees 797/2004). Despite a 
decade of possibilities, recognising learning other than formal remains somewhat 
of a novelty in Finnish universities (Halttunen & Koivisto 2014, 209), for a variety 
of reasons from resource restrictions, to academics and their attitudes, and to the 
students themselves, many of whom may regard the recognition of their prior learning 
unnecessary for a university degree and instead prefer to utilise the formal learning 
opportunities provided by the universities to develop their skills for the increasingly 
competitive labour market. However, many potential candidates for RPL in Finland 
may also not be aware of how or where to obtain information about RPL in their 
university, or even of the possibility of an RPL process for their non-formal and 
informal learning, particularly for studies organised outside their own faculty such as 
required language and communication studies organised typically by the university 
language centres. 
Yet language and communication skills play a significant role in the HE context and 
in the labour market. The changes in modern modes of studying and working, including 
new technology and increased flexibility and internationalisation have paved the way 
for increased language and literacy exposure, demands and opportunities (Roberts 
2005, 118). Internationalisation is one of the main focuses of Finnish universities 
today (Melin, Zuijdam, Good, Angelis, Enberg, Fikkers, Puukka, Swenning, Kosk, 
Lastunen & Zegel 2015, 51) and it is facilitated by the principles of Finnish language 
education whereby language learning is a lifelong and life-wide task which develops 
through personal experience, social interaction and reflection and thus enhances 
intercultural competences and strategic skills also for internationalisation and 
globalisation (Hildén & Kantelinen 2012, 161–162, 165). In the Finnish academic 
context effective communication for study, professional and research purposes 
also demands the effective use of foreign languages for academic and field-specific 
purposes, i.e. languages for specific purposes (LSP), and most commonly English for 
specific purposes (ESP).
Because of the prevalence of languages in Finnish education and the HE context, 
also the RPL processes for non-formal and informal learning in Finnish HE are most 
often related to language and communication studies (Lähteinen & Romakkaniemi 
2013, 33). Consequently this indicates a demand for increased research and 
development of RPL processes for non-formal and informal language learning in 
the HE and language centre context, particularly from the learner perspective, the 
student perspective. After all, RPL is a student right, based on the student’s needs and 
goals, and a process instigated by the student to demonstrate his/her prior learning 
(Ministry of Education 2007, 46). Yet despite RPL processes valuing individual 
learning, much of the previous research on RPL in the HE context in Finland has 
been conducted from an administrative or quality management viewpoint, with only 
4a limited focus on the student perceptions of non-formal and informal learning or a 
pedagogic practitioner approach to RPL.
Therefore this study examines how Finnish students of Business and Economics 
at the University of Eastern Finland (UEF) learn English for specific purposes (ESP) 
and English for business purposes (EBP) outside the classroom in various non-formal 
and informal learning environments and how the students perceive non-formal 
and informal learning in the development of their ESP proficiency. The study also 
explores how non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP is recognised at the 
UEF Language Centre and why some students of Business and Economics seek the 
recognition of their non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP and why others do 
not. Consequently this study also examines students’ perceptions of RPL in general 
and their perceptions of the RPL process in place at the UEF Language Centre to assess 
students’ non-formal and informal learning of ESP, the ESP exemption examinations 
(AHOT-näyttökokeet in Finnish). 
The rationale for this study stems from my professional interests of having 
taught ESP since 2002 first at the former University of Kuopio Language Centre and 
subsequently the UEF Language Centre on the Kuopio campus. Over the years I 
developed a desire to discover in more detail where and how students’ ESP skills 
and abilities developed, particularly as they entered to have those skills recognised 
through the designated RPL method, the ESP exemption examinations, and also how 
they perceived non-formal and informal learning and the ESP exemption examination 
process organised by myself and other ESP lecturers at the UEF Language Centre. 
Therefore this study is very much practitioner research as it involves myself, an ESP 
lecturer and RPL assessor, selecting a research topic that is relevant to professional 
practice (Punch 2009, 41), and also so-called insider research, i.e. research performed 
on a university by an employee (or student) of that university, the results of which can 
be instrumental in benefitting university practices (Mercer 2007; Sikes & Potts 2008; 
Smyth & Holian 2008; Trowler 2012). 
I approached this research as a practitioner researcher with a pragmatic paradigm 
based on my work and experiences with university students and with the intent of 
combining both quantitative and qualitative data collection approaches in different 
phases of the research process indicative of a mixed methods research design 
(Johnson & Christensen 2012, 430; Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998, 19). By applying a 
mixed methods research design, the study also answers to the need for more mixed 
methods research in the HE context (Griffin & Museus 2011, 15), and in connection 
with RPL as Wihak (2014, 37) has claimed that for RPL research to advance, “scholars 
and practitioner-researchers need at a minimum to embrace mixed-method research 
design more readily”.
This study also highlights the value of student perceptions with the aid of 
a phenomenographic approach to the qualitative interview data collection and 
analysis, i.e. focusing on how individuals perceive and understand the world or 
existing phenomena around them (Marton 1994, 4424). While phenomenology, 
the more prominent approach in qualitative research, is a more philosophical 
method for examining human experience, phenomenography has a more empirical 
constitution of placing focus on the experiences of others, particularly in connection 
5with learning (Marton & Booth 1997, 116). In fact, phenomenographic researchers 
Prosser and Trigwell (1999, 4) have outlined that to fully understand students’ varied 
learning and learning outcomes university teachers, such as myself, must determine 
students’ perceptions1 of learning, teaching, assessment and learning choices. The 
phenomenographic premise of this study is also illustrated by figure 1.2, adapted from 
Bowden (2005, 13).
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This view based on phenomenography illustrates how the researcher must balance 
between his/her own views on the examined phenomenon, in this case non-formal 
and informal learning of ESP and the recognition of that learning, and the views held 
by the subjects, the students, which are the focus and object of the study. As emerging 
themes and issues in today’s HE research i creasingly include aspects of processes and 
persons, including teaching, learning and students (Brennan & Teichler 2008, 261), a 
student perspective on non-formal and informal learning and RPL in connection with 
ESP proficiency introdu ed by thi  study can also assist in d veloping RPL practice  
and assessment at universities. After all, students often react to educational situations 
differently than teachers, administrators or researchers assume or predict since the 
students’ reactions are based on their perceptions rather than defined by policies or 
scholars (Ramsden 1988, 24). Thus the phenomenographic approach to the student 
interviews in this study provides a student and learning-centric view on non-formal 
and formal le rning, s opposed to the policy-driven desc iptions and definitions 
1  In phenomenographic research the terms ‘conceptions’, ‘perceptions’ and ‘understandings’ are used 
interchangeably as synonyms (Marton 2000, 104), yet in this study the term ‘perceptions’ is primarily 
used.
6often referred to in HE research. One of the founding quotations of this entire research 
project has in fact been that of Veronica McGivney (2006, 17), a prominent researcher 
on adult and informal learning, who has stated:
“People often do not realise the extent of their learning until they are given the time 
and opportunity to think about what they actually do.” 
The structure of this study is as follows: Chapter 2 introduces the main concepts 
and definitions connected with this study, from recognition of prior learning and 
the various terminology used for it globally, to lifelong learning and the somewhat 
disputed concepts of formal learning, non-formal and informal learning, with varying 
definitions from both policy and pedagogical perspectives. Chapter 2 also introduces 
the field under examination in this study, English for specific purposes (ESP) and 
English for business purposes (EBP) and the function of the Finnish language centres 
responsible for the teaching and recognition of academic and field-specific language 
skills.
Chapter 3 provides the theoretical background and framework for this study 
with the development of RPL in European higher education, and the recognition 
of non-formal and informal learning in Finnish universities. Additionally chapter 
3 introduces the role of ESP in Finnish university degrees and the recognition 
practices adopted by university language centres for the recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning of ESP. The chapter concludes with a detailed description of 
the ESP exemption examinations offered at the UEF Language Centre for ESP courses 
included in the Bachelor’s degree for Business and Economics at UEF, and the actual 
RPL process and the content of the examinations to provide a detailed overview of 
the system and procedure under investigation in this study.
Chapter 4 outlines the research design and approach, i.e. mixed methods research, 
the pragmatist paradigm and phenomenography as the qualitative approach. The 
research questions as the foundation of this study are also in chapter 4 in addition to 
the mixed methods research design of [QUAN + QUAL → quan] used to obtain both 
quantitative and qualitative data to sufficiently answer the research questions and 
to create quality meta-inferences according to mixed methods research principles.
Chapter 5 consequently describes the methods, materials and participants of 
this study in more detail and the relation between the quantitative questionnaire, 
the qualitative interviews and the sequential quantitative electronic survey and the 
methods employed for the analysis of the data obtained through the varying methods 
and data collection instruments. 
Chapter 6 provides the results of this study in connection with the research 
questions and the perceptions students of Business and Economics at UEF have about 
non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP and the development of their ESP/EBP 
proficiency through various non-formal and informal learning environments. Results 
and discussion are also provided about the perceptions of RPL in connection with the 
ESP exemption examinations held at the UEF Language Centre from the perspectives 
of both the RPL participants and the non-participants. As enquiries were made of 
both groups about their reasons for attending and not attending the ESP exemption 
7examinations and their perceptions of RPL information and guidance at UEF, these 
results are also presented in chapter 6. Finally, chapter 7 provides the conclusions, 
reflection and implications of this study, an evaluation of the legitimisation and 
validity of the research process, suggestions for further research on this subject and 
related fields and development points for the RPL process for ESP/EBP at the UEF 
Language Centre.
82 Concepts and Definitions
As this study relates to various areas within higher education, lifelong learning, adult 
education, RPL and ESP, a clarification of the key concepts and definitions is in order 
before a more detailed description of the relevant literature and theoretical framework 
of the study. First of all, the main principle and process under investigation in this 
study, recognition of prior learning (RPL), is a concept in education to acknowledge 
and value learning acquired during and throughout an individual’s lifetime for 
various educational or professional purposes (Bjørnåvold 2002; Challis 1993; Duvekot 
2002; Harris 2000; Werquin 2010). RPL is therefore an inherently learner, learning 
and student-centric approach focused on signifying the process of lifelong and life-
wide learning, validating the efforts of individuals and enhancing their self-esteem 
(UNESCO 2012, 3). The ideology of recognition is also referred to as fulfilling an 
element of social justice (Scott 2010, 20; Wong 2014, 189) as RPL processes also aim at 
introducing new students to HE and widening access particularly for so-called non-
traditional learners otherwise unable to enrol in HE studies (European Students’ 
Union 2012, 112–113). Therefore RPL functions on various societal, institutional and 
individual levels and the recognition systems and processes in place in educational 
institutions have been established to meet the needs of both the individuals for 
knowledge and development and the society for knowledge and competences. 
As societal and educational structures around Europe and worldwide inevitably 
vary, so do also the terms and processes used for the recognition of prior learning. 
With various national systems in place, even the terminology varies between countries 
and educational policies, as illustrated in table 2.1.
Table 2.1. Terms used for the recognition of prior learning (Bjørnåvold 2002; Colardyn & 
Bjørnåvold 2004; 2005; Duvekot, Kang & Murray 2014; Evans 2006b; Fraser 1995; Harris & 
Wihak 2011; 2014)
Acronym Term Countries or areas where used
RPL Recognition of prior learning Scandinavia, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, 
Scotland, newly in Canada
VPL Validation/Valuation of prior learning Most European countries
AP(E)L Accreditation of prior (experiential) learning England
APL Assessment of prior learning Ireland
APCL Accreditation of prior certificated learning England
PLA Prior learning assessment United States
PLAR Prior learning assessment and recognition Canada
In recent years the term ‘validation’ has gained prevalence, particularly in the 
European educational policy terminology in relation of recognising non-formal and 
informal learning (e.g. Andersson & Fejes 2011; Duvekot 2014a; Hult & Andersson 2008; 
9Karttunen 2014; Murray 2014), and specifically for the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning there are also terms such as Validation of non-formal and informal 
learning (VNFIL), generated by the European Union; Recognition, validation and 
accreditation of the outcomes of non-formal and informal learning (RVA), generated 
by UNESCO; and Recognition of non-formal and informal learning (RNFIL), used by 
the OECD (Harris & Wihak 2014, 13). Despite the variety of terms, Andersson, Fejes 
and Sandberg (2013, 405) argue that the many concepts for recognising prior learning 
vary only because of linguistic and local differences, and as the term recognition of 
prior learning (RPL) is used in official Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture 
English-language documents, and in the policies of the University of Eastern Finland 
and most other Finnish universities, the term RPL is exclusively used in this study.
The concept of RPL in European HE is connected to the creation of the European 
Higher Education Area (EHEA) during the so-called Bologna Process, an integral 
development in the transformation and harmonisation of European HE in the past two 
decades. The Bologna Process instigated the rapid transformation of the European HE 
system which has transpired e.g. as mass access to HE, increased mobility of students, 
demand and accommodation of competences expressed by the labour market and 
increased competition between HEIs (Werquin 2012, 263).
These efforts to harmonise and systemise HE systems and principles across 
Europe were based on lifelong learning, an all-encompassing concept of human 
learning and development at the centre of European educational policies and defined 
by the European Commission (2006, Ch. 1, Art. 2/29) as:
“All general education, vocational education and training, non-formal and informal 
learning throughout life, resulting in an improvement in knowledge, skills and com-
petences within a personal, civic, social and/or employment-related perspective.” 
Lifelong learning as a concept has evolved over decades from the initial policies on 
lifelong education in the 1960s into a more humanist discussion of lifelong learning 
in the 1970s when the key components of lifelong learning were already viewed as 
the totality of education throughout a person’s lifespan, the integration, flexibility and 
democratisation of learning, and the ultimate goal, self-fulfilment (Cropley & Dave 1978, 
13–14). In the 1980s and 1990s, however, the concept developed into a more economic 
orientation connected to evaluation, control and cost efficiency (Duvekot, Halba, 
Aagaard, Gabršcˇek & Murray 2014, 8; Field 2006, 12–13; Nicoll & Fejes 2008, 2–3). 
Therefore lifelong learning is not solely an educational concept but also inherently 
connected to the economic, societal and linguistic goals of the modern knowledge-
based and learning society, including the generation of skills and competences for 
the labour market and the promotion of social and cultural development (Biggs & 
Tang 2011, 8; Mark 2004, 29–31). Consequently, even though the primary focus of 
lifelong learning can be said to be on the needs of the individual and on individuals’ 
acquisition of learning (Horsdal 2007, 35), lifelong learning today is also very much 
an institutional and economic concept, supported by ministries and organisations and 
implemented by educational institutions, and therefore it has invited criticism from 
academics who view lifelong learning policies as a means of European expansionism 
(Künzel 2003), social control and incorporation (Taylor, Barr & Steele 2002) or 
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governing individuals (Fejes & Dahlstedt 2013; Nicoll & Fejes 2008; Tuschling & 
Engemann 2006). In fact, Fejes and Dahlstedt (2013, 19–20) claim the transition in the 
European policy discourse in the 1990s from lifelong education to lifelong learning, 
and the subsequent rise of lifelong learning as a central concept in European policy, 
resulted in the alteration of the concept from an individual’s right to a societal duty. 
The policy-driven institutionalisation of lifelong learning has since also been 
criticised for still confusing lifelong learning with lifelong education, i.e. primarily 
as participation in educational provisions or as Stephen Billett has critically stated: 
“courses, courses, courses, and more courses” (2010b, 410). Instead of participation in 
educational constructs, lifelong learning should be viewed as a personal process and 
personal development because learning transpires “continuously and across our lives: 
we are all and have to be lifelong learners” (Billett 2010b, 401–402). 
Lifelong learning is also at the core of formal learning, non-formal learning 
and informal learning, terms which on a policy level are largely agreed upon yet 
pedagogically still generate discussion. However, the official definitions adopted 
to several European educational policies have been provided by the European 
Commission (2001, 32–33) and UNESCO (2012, 8) and are illustrated in table 2.2.
Table 2.2. Policy-related definitions of formal, non-formal and informal learning (European 
Commission 2001, 32–33; UNESCO 2012, 8)
 Formal learning Non-formal learning Informal learning
Location Organised and structured 
environment dedicated to 
learning (e.g. general educa-
tion, initial vocational train-
ing, higher education) 
Not provided by an institu-
tion; instead learning takes 
place through planned 
activities (e.g. workplace 
training, structured online 
learning, civil society organi-
sations)
Daily activities related to 
work, family, leisure or 
interests
Degree of structure Highly structured objectives, 
time and support (e.g. cur-
ricula, requirements)
Can be structured but more 
flexible learning
No structure
Intentionality Intentional from the learner’s 
perspective
Intentional from the learner’s 
perspective
Can be intentional but 
mostly unintentional or 
incidental
Certification Leads to a qualification, 
certificate or diploma
Not usually certificated 
(but  can lead to a qualifica-
tion, certificate or diploma 
through RPL)
No certificate (but compe-
tences can be made visible 
through RPL)
Facilitator Teacher/trainer Trainer, coach, mentor -
The concept of formal learning has remained relatively unchanged over the course 
of history as it represents the learning opportunities organised by educational 
institutions with structured goals leading to formal qualifications, such as studying 
at university with the goal of obtaining a university degree. Formal learning also 
applies to RPL whereby students who have completed equivalent courses elsewhere 
and have an appropriate certificate can apply for the accreditation of those completed 
courses and credits for their studies (Cedefop 2014, 288). Formal learning may also 
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be used in reference to a mode of study such as attending classroom teaching or an 
otherwise structured form of learning within formal education so that for instance 
attending ESP courses organised by a university language centre can be referred to 
as formal learning of ESP.
The origins of non-formal learning reside in non-formal education, and similarly 
to lifelong education and lifelong learning, the change of focus towards learning was 
instigated in the 1970s through changes in socio-cultural, intellectual and ideological 
thinking about learning (Colley, Hodkinson & Malcolm 2003, 12; 2006, 64–65). Non-
formal learning has held a key position in European educational policy since the mid-
1990s and typically refers to relatively organised but more flexible training organised 
outside of formal education (Cedefop 2014, 183–184). However, despite the ideological 
change in the 1970s, conceptually even today research on learning offers mixed usage 
of non-formal learning and non-formal education. For instance in the context of Nordic 
prior learning validation, the term non-formal learning is omitted altogether in favour 
of non-formal education and informal learning, with non-formal education defined 
as “organised learning outside the formal education system” (Hult & Andersson 2008, 
16). On the other hand, most European HE policies continue to refer to non-formal 
learning, which has led some scholars to utilise phrases such as “participation in 
non-formal learning” (cf. Roosmaa & Saar 2012, 490), much to the chagrin of some 
educationalists (cf. Billett 2010b, 410). Werquin (2012, 267), however, has proposed 
that on the whole the definition of non-formal learning should remain flexible so that 
the term can be adapted in different ways by different stakeholders. In this study 
non-formal learning is considered to signify relatively organised learning or training 
outside the university formal learning context, similarly to Hult and Andersson’s 
definition above.
Another somewhat debated concept is informal learning which typically 
encompasses learning at work and at leisure as people learn through many everyday 
activities involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge or skills outside the 
imposed curricular criteria (Livingstone 2006, 206; McGivney 2006, 11). Informal 
learning is perhaps the broadest of the learning concepts as it in effect covers all human 
activities involving the potential for learning, whether conscious or unconscious, 
intentional or incidental. Gains from informal learning are also said to extend beyond 
qualifications as they promote the development of knowledge, improved social and 
personal skills, greater personal autonomy and subsequent increased self-confidence 
and self-esteem (McGivney 1999, vi). However, informal learning can also be a 
challenging area for research because of its scale and diversity, and it may remain 
largely unrecognised, unplanned or implicit because in informal learning activities 
learning is often not the primary function, or the activities themselves are not 
necessarily thought of as learning because they are not ‘proper’ or ‘serious’ (McGivney 
2006, 13, 15). Consequently research on informal learning should highlight and focus 
on informal learning deemed significant by the learners themselves (Livingstone 
2006, 222), such as in this study of student perceptions, so that the wealth of learning 
is not restricted by predisposed concepts but is rather open to the perceptions and 
experiences of the learners themselves. 
Experiential learning in educational literature is defined partly as separate from 
and partly as synonymous to informal learning (Evans 2006b, 19; Fenwick 2006, 42–
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43). Typically experiential learning is considered as holistic, socially and culturally 
constructed learning where learners actively construct their own internal experience 
but are influenced by the external socio-economic context in which the learning 
occurs (Jarvis, Holford & Griffin 2003, 54; Marsick & Watkins 1990, 12; Miller & Boud 
1996, 8–10). The concept of experiential learning is said to emanate from the works 
of John Dewey (1859–1952) and his notions of learning-in-context whereby learning 
transpires through a continuum of transactions and experience, i.e. through the 
accumulation and transference of experiences from one person to another to generate 
understanding (Dewey 1938, 44). In the 1980s David A. Kolb (1984, 8–19) highlighted 
Dewey along with the works of Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget as instrumental in his 
own development of the concept from Dewey’s pragmatism, Lewin’s action research 
on group dynamics and Piaget’s concept of learning as assimilating experience into 
concepts and accommodating the concepts to experience. In this study, however, 
experiential learning is not examined as a separate concept but rather as a part of 
students’ informal learning experiences and perceptions.
Another level of informal learning also either defined separately or in conjunction 
with informal learning is workplace learning which typically refers to the learning 
processes that take place when performing work tasks, collaborating and interacting 
with others at work or participating in networks (Tynjälä 2013, 15). Workplace learning 
is also at times referred to as work-based learning, although in the HE context the latter 
is more commonly associated with explicit on-the-job training such as internships 
or apprenticeships (Gijbels, Donche, Van den Bossche, Ilsbroux & Sammels 2014, 
98) or work-based learning programmes in HEIs (Pokorny & Whittaker 2014, 265). 
Nevertheless, workplace learning is generally viewed as vocationally connected 
learning which is partly a process of individual acquisition and partly interaction with 
others, resulting in an active and constructive process that develops an individual’s 
skills and competencies in authentic work processes (Eteläpelto 2008, 237; Illeris 2011, 
35; Smith 2014, 79). While workplace learning has distinct connections to informal 
learning and experiential learning, some scholars also reject defining workplace 
learning through the concepts of formal, non-formal and informal learning (Cairns & 
Malloch 2011, 11). As this study is focused on university students and their experiences 
of non-formal and informal learning, workplace learning in this study is primarily 
addressed as part of informal learning and not vehemently as a separate concept.
As the concepts for various forms of learning vary and alter with time and ideological 
changes, complete consensus about the concepts and their definitions remains to 
be reached. In fact, many educational scholars have even argued against creating 
any distinctions particularly between the terms formal, non-formal and informal in 
favour of a holistic view of learning, with McGivney (1999, 1) and Billett (2002, 57) 
seeing no inherent difference between formal or informal learning as all learning 
occurs through the unifying factor of participation. Similarly Colley, Hodkinson and 
Malcolm (2003, 5) have maintained there should be very little distinction between the 
different typologies of learning because all learning contains interrelated attributes 
of formality and informality related to location, intentionality, extent of planning and 
locus of control. In fact, the authors claim that the concepts and definitions of formal 
and informal have been primarily generated through the interests of different social 
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and political groupings which still force the continuing arbitrary and artificial attempts 
to classify learning as competing paradigms of formal, non-formal or informal when 
the division is in effect “profoundly problematic [and] oversimplifies learning in ways 
which are misleading and dangerous” (Colley, Hodkinson & Malcolm 2006, 60, 70). In 
the end, the distinctions may be best summarised by Colardyn and Bjørnåvold (2004, 
71), who maintain that the division of formal, non-formal and informal learning, if 
there is need for one, should be based solely on the intention to learn and the centrality 
of the learner.
The various learning environments, whether formal, non-formal or informal, all 
also have potential for the development of foreign language proficiency, and within 
the context of this study and particularly adult students, proficiency in academic or 
field-specific English skills. English for specific purposes (ESP) is a specialised 
form of English primarily for adult learners with intermediate or advanced proficiency 
in English for study, work and other field-specific purposes (Dudley-Evans & St John 
1998, 4–5; Paltridge & Starfield 2013, 2), and it is typically seen as a holistic combination 
of academic and professional language features, stylistic choices, structures and 
phraseology connected with academic and professional communicative situations 
(Carkin 2005, 86). ESP has been subdivided into several, at times overlapping 
categories, as demonstrated in figure 2.1.
English for 
specific 
purposes 
(ESP)
English for 
academic 
purposes (EAP)
English for 
science and 
technology
English for 
medical 
purposes
English for 
legal purposes
English for 
management, 
finance and 
economics
English for 
occupational 
purposes (EOP)
English for 
professional 
purposes
English for 
medical 
purposes
English for 
business 
purposes
English for 
vocational 
purposes
Pre-vocational 
English
Vocational 
English
Figure 2.1. ESP classification by professional area (Belcher 2009, 2–3; Dudley-Evans & St John 
1998, 6)
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Activities on ESP courses are all specified or restricted to focus solely on the needs 
of the learners in their own field through an in-depth needs analysis which allows the 
construction of ESP courses and materials based on evidence (Flowerdew 2013, 326–327; 
Huhta, Vogt, Johnson & Tulkki 2013, 36). The teaching of field-specific language and 
communication skills such as ESP therefore aims to meet the needs of the increasingly 
mobile and international modern workforce to function in various specific contexts with 
precision, clarity, range and flexibility of language use (Douglas 2000, 282). 
However, ESP is also not without critical stances such as being accused of being 
market driven to enhance global capitalism (cf. Belcher 2006, 134). Grievances have 
also been expressed about the dominance of English at the expense of other languages, 
i.e. linguistic imperialism (Chew 2009, 3; Master 1998, 717; Motschenbacher 2013, 6) 
or in the university context a near monopoly at the expense of national languages 
(Hultgren, Gregersen & Thøgersen 2014, 1; Jenkins 2014, 6) as in the past 50 years 
English has established its dominance in the academic environment and thus ESP 
teaching and research have also expanded to cover various nations and perspectives 
(Räisänen & Fortanet-Gómez 2008, 13–23). Yet the inherent nature of ESP, at least on 
a practitioner level, remains learner-centric, not political or economic. As ESP courses 
are most often attended by heterogeneous groups of adults or mature adolescents 
with diverse backgrounds in learning, language learning, proficiency in English and 
professional experience (Huhta, Vogt, Johnson & Tulkki 2013, 10), the learner-centric 
approach to ESP teaching, instruction and learning is to encourage all learners of ESP 
to generate progress in their skills and abilities. 
ESP teaching primarily approaches English from a lingua franca perspective 
whereby English as a lingua franca (ELF) is seen as a contact language between 
both native and non-native speakers of English for various purposes (Jenkins 2014, 2; 
Mauranen 2012, 4; Motschenbacher 2013, 20), and in ESP courses the focus lies on the 
students’ specific field of study. As English has established itself as the main language 
of communication within the European business context (Bargiela-Chiappini, 
Nickerson & Planken 2007, 16; Rogerson-Revell 2007, 106), the most common ESP 
courses taught at European HEIs are related to English for business purposes or 
EBP (Räisänen & Fortanet-Gómez 2008, 44; Saarinen 2014, 133). 
While EBP entails explicit emphasis on authenticity, metaphoric awareness 
and written and spoken communication (Master 2005, 105), it also has extensive 
connections to general English (O’Sullivan 2006, 7) and in the business context 
English is often referred to as a Business English lingua franca (BELF), whereby 
English is used as a language of communication in professional business purposes 
again without distinctions between native speakers or non-native speakers of 
English and with an inherently pragmatic approach to the language use (Gerritsen 
& Nickerson 2009, 181-182; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen 2010, 207; Louhiala-
Salminen, Charles & Kankaanranta 2005, 403–404; 417). Within the context of this 
study the ESP courses for students of Business and Economics at UEF are referred 
to as ESP courses embedded with English for business purposes (EBP) and elements 
of English for academic purposes (EAP) as the courses include learning outcomes 
specific for academic study and the development of business and economic expertise 
in a university ESP context.
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Within the context of this study ESP and EBP are thus inherently connected 
to Finnish HE degrees. Since the mid-1970s, all HE degrees in Finnish science 
universities and polytechnics (polytechnics were later re-termed as universities of 
applied sciences or UASs) have included compulsory language and communication 
requirements, a unique tenet even internationally (Karjalainen & Laulajainen 2011, 
56; Räsänen 2008, 247; Tuomi & Rontu 2011, 46). According to the Government 
Decree on University Degrees (794/2004, Ch. 1, Sec. 6, 2), in addition to demonstrated 
proficiency in domestic languages Finnish and Swedish, all university graduates in 
Finland must also have attained skills in at least one foreign language that enable 
them to “follow developments in the field and to operate in an international work 
environment”. The aim of these requirements is to prepare students for the concrete 
applications of field-specific, professional and academic language skills throughout 
their lifelong learning, in their working lives and in the continuous development of 
their academic expertise. As the vast majority of Finnish students elect English as the 
foreign language as a continuation of their first foreign language from comprehensive 
school, most students complete ESP courses for their university degrees. ESP courses 
at Finnish universities aim at developing students’ skills in academic and subject-
specific reading, writing, oral and communicative proficiency, and the learning 
outcomes for courses or study modules typically include elements such as academic 
text comprehension, vocabulary knowledge, listening comprehension, development 
of formal writing skills, oral fluency and presentation skills. 
The instruction and guidance for the development of these ESP skills in 
Finnish universities is provided by the language centres. Currently there are 15 
university language centres or equivalent units in Finland, functioning primarily as 
teaching units entrusted to organise the academic and field-specific language and 
communication studies included in the degree requirements and to offer other studies 
and development in language and communication skills needed in the academic 
community, studies and working life. As a result of the Bologna Process and lifelong 
learning principles, Finnish university language centres have adopted an increased 
focus on work-related skills and abilities, an increased selection of optional languages 
(resources permitting), opportunities and guidance for more diverse and individual 
study paths, and pedagogically innovative learning environments and methods for 
teaching (FINELC 2014). The language centres therefore explicitly aim at developing 
students’ lifelong learning skills, including meta-cognitive skills required for self-
directed learning (Räsänen 2008, 251). Enabling all students to reach their optimal 
learning results has also created a concrete demand for versatile pedagogical 
approaches for ESP and other LSP studies and consequently, these days the options 
for students in the majority of language centres, including the UEF Language Centre, 
include classroom teaching, online courses and an array of e-learning methods, 
blended learning, extensive guidance and support for completing equivalent courses 
in other HEIs, as well as recognition processes for formal, non-formal and informal 
learning.
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3 Recognition of Non-formal 
and Informal Learning of 
English for Specific Purposes
This chapter presents an overview of the central literature, previous research and 
relevant previous findings in relation to this study by first introducing the policies and 
principles of RPL in connection with lifelong learning in the European HE context 
and the principle of the recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Finnish 
HE. The position and role of Finnish university language centres in the teaching and 
recognition of field-specific language and communication skills, and in this study 
particularly ESP, are also discussed, along with the specific practices and methods 
applied to recognise non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the UEF Language 
Centre. The chapter is concluded with a detailed description of the RPL process and 
the ESP exemption examinations for students of Business and Economics at UEF as 
they form the core of the students’ perceptions of non-formal and informal learning 
and RPL in connection with ESP proficiency.
3.1 R E CO G N I T I O N O F PR I O R L E A R N I N G (R PL)  I N E U R O PE A N 
H I G H E R E D U C AT I O N
The concept of recognising prior learning in the HE context was seen already in the 
1970s as a promising opportunity to provide connections between education and work 
and recognising the validity of all learning relevant to a HE degree (cf. Willingham 
1977, 95). Actual practices for RPL in HEIs were originally initiated in the 1980s, with 
parallel developments on both sides of the Atlantic, in the UK and France and in the 
US and Canada (Challis 1993, 2; Duvekot 2014b, 72; Valk 2009, 83). This coincided 
with the rise of the value of experiential learning, with scholars such as Kolb (1984, 
3) noting, “People do learn from experience, and the results of that experience can be 
reliably assessed and certified for college credit”.  
In European HE policy the concept of recognition developed parallel to lifelong 
learning policies, particularly from the late 1990s onwards. In 1997 the so-called 
Lisbon Recognition Convention (Council of Europe/UNESCO 1997) outlined the 
basic functions and principles for RPL systems in place today in the EHEA such as 
recognition of study periods and qualifications from other HEIs and access to HE 
with relevant qualifications, including non-traditional merits. In 1999 the Bologna 
Declaration (1999) by the European Ministers of Education initiated the development 
towards a pan-European system of recognisable and comparable academic degrees 
based on two cycles (Bachelor’s and Master’s), with transferrable credits (ECTS) and 
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increased mobility and cooperation of students, teachers and researchers (Ministry 
of Education 2005, 11; Rott & Lahti 2006, 36–37). In 2000 the European Commission 
(2000) published a memorandum on lifelong learning with an emphasis on a wide 
range on formal, non-formal and informal learning and the centrality of the learner. 
The memorandum highlighted the importance of providing information, guidance 
and counselling and equal opportunities for learning, all subsequently key principles 
in the recognition of prior learning. 
Several communiqués and declarations were issued by the European Commission 
to further develop the Bologna Process and the creation of the EHEA as educational 
policies began to evolve towards the recognition of all forms of learning, also in the 
HE context. The main communiqués and declarations between 2001 and 2012 and 
their main contributions to the development of RPL are outlined in table 3.1.
Table 3.1. Summary of the European Commission communiqués and declarations 2001-2012 
outlining the development of RPL principles in European HE (EHEA 2014)
Year Document Contribution to the development of RPL principles in European HE
2001 Prague Communiqué Highlighted the role of lifelong learning in increasing global economic 
competition.
2003 Berlin Communiqué Remarked on the importance of the 1997 Lisbon Recognition Convention 
in the recognition of degrees across European HE.
2005 Bergen Communiqué Moved to strengthen the opportunities for the validation of experience as 
part of HE.
2007 London Communiqué Continued to emphasise the increased efforts needed to improve employ-
ability in connection with HE degrees and lifelong learning, including 
non-formal and informal learning.
2009 Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 
Communiqué
Highlighted the need to implement lifelong learning policies through 
stronger connections between HEIs, students, authorities, employers and 
employees. 
2010 Budapest-Vienna Declaration Officially launched the EHEA and emphasised academic freedom, au-
tonomy and accountability as key elements in European HE.
2012 Bucharest Communiqué Highlighted the increased demand for fair academic and professional 
recognition, including recognition of non-formal and informal learning.
The most significant developments in RPL can be argued to have been implemented 
following the 2007 London Communiqué and the 2009 Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 
Communiqué, particularly as the latter envisioned targets and qualities seen 
implemented across the EHEA today, including increased access of underrepresented 
groups to HE, utilising student-centred learning outcomes for study programmes 
and course descriptions, and increasing the internationalisation of HEIs and the 
opportunities for international mobility (Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué 
2009, 3-4). In recent years RPL attentions have already turned to the future, with the 
Council of Europe (2009, 3) stating that by the year 2020 even more flexible learning 
pathways are required, including:
 - Better transitions between the various learning and training sectors; 
 - Greater openness towards non-formal and informal learning, and 
 - Increased transparency and recognition of learning outcomes.
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The modernisation of the European HE system and implementation of RPL 
principles has continued in conjunction with the Europe 2020 strategy and the 
introduction of the strategic framework for European cooperation in the vision for 
education and training, ET 2020, to raise the profile, role and efficiency of European 
HEIs (European Commission 2011, 10). Reform measures for HEIs include efforts to 
increase the number of graduates, the provision of more effective and diverse funding, 
and the promotion of wider internationalisation and stronger integration of education, 
research and business by the year 2020 (2011, 3–6). The ET 2020 framework also 
highlights lifelong learning as one of the fundamental principles so that all learning, 
be it formal, non-formal or informal, can be equally recognised.
From a quality perspective, the European RPL policy principles agreed upon 
and since implemented outline that stakeholders, such as EU member countries and 
their educational systems and institutions, must organise systems, quality assurance 
and guidance for recognition, ensure that individuals’ access to recognition is 
voluntary and equal, and that the processes for recognition are fair, transparent and 
impartial (Council of the European Union 2004, 5). Similar fundamental principles of 
validating and recognising particularly non-formal and informal learning have also 
been defined by Cedefop, the European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training, a key developer of European policy work regarding non-formal and informal 
learning. Cedefop (2009, 11) views recognition as primarily individual entitlement, 
i.e. voluntary, equal, fair and respective of individual rights and privacy, while 
obligating stakeholders to ensure confidence and trust in the processes, procedures 
and assessment criteria, and the overall credibility and legitimacy of the recognition 
systems and approaches.
3.1.1 Benefits of recognising non-formal and informal learning 
As the recognition of prior learning involves several stakeholders from the individual 
to the society, RPL has been said to carry four main types of benefits: economic, 
social, educational, and psychological (Werquin 2010, 9). First, the economic benefits 
of RPL affect the individual through shortened study times and accelerated transition 
to the labour market, while HEIs can allocate funds more effectively and reduce 
costs of formal learning through RPL processes (Ministry of Education 2007, 22). The 
recognition of competences also benefits the labour market and the society through 
improved matches between the learning systems and a more demand-led labour 
market (Duvekot 2014a, 36–37). Further, the social and educational benefits of RPL 
in connection with lifelong learning principles include ensuring individuals equity 
and inclusiveness in accessing learning opportunities, promoting the equal value of 
learning outcomes and increasing fluent, flexible and equitable transitions onwards 
from educational systems (Cedefop 2009, 16; Duvekot, Halba, Aagaard, Gabršcˇek 
& Murray 2014, 8; Lepänjuuri & Burns 2014, 184). Finally, from an individual’s 
perspective RPL is said to be a psychologically profound process which at its best 
enforces learning, self-awareness and self-esteem through the validation of an 
individual’s learning, skills and competences (Evans 2006b, 30; UNESCO 2012, 4). 
This is also significant for so-called non-traditional learners as RPL has the potential 
to enable or enhance the access to higher education of individuals who have acquired 
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knowledge through formal, non-formal and informal learning (European Students’ 
Union 2012, 113; Hamer 2013, 482).
Duvekot, Halba, Aagaard, Gabršcˇek and Murray (2014, 11) have established similar 
four main goals or benefits of RPL for the individual, which are not necessarily 
confined to educational premises such as higher education but can develop lifelong 
learning through the recognition process:
1. Employability – an economic prospect of RPL for the individual;
2. Empowerment – a personal development perspective, involving motivation, 
reintegration and self-management of competences through RPL;
3. Learning outcomes – an educational element aiming at qualifications, updating 
or upgrading of learning and competences through RPL; and
4. Activating citizenship – a social dimension of social activation, voluntary 
activities and social awareness, achieved through the learning process in 
connection with the recognition of competences.
Therefore from an individual’s perspective, much like the focus of this study, 
recognition of non-formal and informal learning can facilitate in making the human 
capital of learning visible and valuable as undertaking an RPL process develops 
individuals’ abilities to describe, assess and document their skills and abilities (Hult 
& Andersson 2008, 9; Lepänjuuri & Burns 2014, 182), which can bear fruit in many 
respects in the context of lifelong learning. One of the essential functions and benefits 
of RPL is then the promotion of lifelong learning as recognition of non-formal and 
informal competences can be argued to enhance individuals’ motivation to continue 
learning, both in formal learning circumstances such as HEIs or in other forms of 
learning, and particularly involvement in an RPL process for non-formal and informal 
learning can assist individuals in identifying which learning environments and/or 
forms of learning are best suited for them (Duvekot 2014a, 37).
3.1.2 The process of recognising non-formal and informal learning 
RPL policies and legislations are mostly in place in the EHEA and in recent years 
research of national RPL systems and processes has been conducted in the European 
HE context for instance in the countries listed in table 3.2 below.
Table 3.2. EHEA countries with recent research on RPL systems and processes
Belgium Gijbels, Donche, Van den Bossche, Ilsbroux & Sammels 2014
Denmark Enggaard & Aagaard 2014
Finland Airola & Hirvonen 2012; Halttunen & Koivisto 2014; Lepänjuuri & Burns 2014
France Halba 2014; Rémery & Merle 2014
Germany Seidel 2011; Thomas 2014
Ireland Goggin, Sheridan & Horgan 2014
Italy Palumbo, Piccardo & Startari 2014; Serbati, Frison & Maniero 2014
Netherlands Brinke, Sluijsmans & Jochems 2009; Duvekot 2014c; Leushuis 2014; van Berkel 2014
Norway Alfsen 2014
Slovenia Uršič & Gabršček 2014
Sweden Andersson & Fejes 2011; Stenlund 2013
Switzerland Bednarz & Bednarz 2014; Gerster 2014
UK Murray 2014; Pokorny 2011; Pokorny & Whittaker 2014; Walsh 2014; Whittaker 2011
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In practical terms, a recognition process for non-formal and informal learning within 
the EHEA typically follows a four-step process of identification, documentation, 
assessment and certification, as described by the Council of the European Union 
(2012, 3). The process is based on general RPL and lifelong learning principles of 
providing individuals an opportunity to demonstrate relevant learning acquired 
outside of formal education and training and have that learning certified for their HE 
degrees. The four steps are illustrated in figure 3.1 below.
4. Certification, 
whereby the learning is recorded and/or awarded.
3. Assessment 
of skills and learning to a set standard; 
2. Documentation
to make visible the individual's experiences;
1. Identification 
of the student’s skills and knowledge, typically with self-assessment supported by guidance;
Figure 3.1. Four steps in the recognition process for non-formal and informal learning (Council 
of the European Union 2012, 3)
In the initial stage a HE student would identify his/her learning acquired in various 
non-formal and informal learning environments and through lifelong learning in 
connection with the expressed learning outcomes to estimate whether an RPL process 
is a viable option. This enforces the significance of self-assessment as a central part 
of any RPL process in HEIs (Airola 2012a, 117; Van Kleef 2014, 29). The term self-
assessment in educational contexts is often connected to students assessing their own 
skills, i.e. making assessments of their own learning goals, activities and outcomes 
also in formal learning (Boud 1995, 5; Everhard 2015b, 22; Tassinari 2015, 65). In RPL 
self-assessment is typically viewed as an invaluable tool for the student to reflect on 
his/her own learning so the process prompts introspection and helps the student to 
visualise his/her meaningful accomplishments or milestones, skills and knowledge 
as well as possibilities and obstacles for development, thus promoting personal, 
educational and occupational planning (Ansela, Haapaniemi & Pirttimäki 2005, 33; 
Boud 1995, 13; Van Kleef 2012, 181).
Consequently, self-assessment is seen as inherently connected to independent 
learning, also referred to as autonomous, self-directed or self-regulated learning 
(Morrison 2011, 4) and thus the principle closely mirrors the principles of lifelong 
learning which also encourage meta-cognitive competencies such as self-reflection 
and self-evaluation (Birenbaum 1996, 4; Boud 1995, 13–14). However, as self-assessment 
can be at times challenging when assessing skills and abilities in connection with set 
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learning outcomes, particularly in the HE context support for self-assessment for RPL 
purposes should always be provided.
Therefore the identification stage of recognising non-formal and informal learning 
in HE typically also includes guidance provided by designated RPL advisors and/or 
assessors in the student’s HEI. Initial guidance for prospective claimants for RPL 
is seen as crucial in informing students about the various aspects of choosing RPL 
and, in conjunction with the student’s own reflection, engaging the learner to the 
process (Challis 1993, 35). Guidance is necessary as students may not have a clearly 
defined understanding of their own learning or its relevance to the learning outcomes 
(Ministry of Education 2007, 28; Werquin 2010, 22) as defining and recognising 
particularly informal or experiential learning for HE purposes can be challenging at 
times even for RPL personnel and assessors (Fenwick 2006, 42–43; McGivney 2006, 
16–17). Overall, RPL guidance in HEIs should be provided through various support 
and information outlets such as personal meetings, written materials such as guides 
or manuals, electronic/online communication, group sessions, peer support or even 
special RPL support units (Whittaker, Brown, Benske & Hawthorne 2011, 6). The RPL 
information and guidance services provided by UEF and the UEF Language Centre 
in connection with the RPL processes in this study will be described in detail in later 
sections.
In the second stage of recognition of non-formal and informal learning, the 
documentation or production of evidence of the individual’s learning, RPL policies and 
guidelines allow for several methods to be adopted, including tests and examinations, 
declarative methods (e.g. portfolios or narratives), methods based on observation, 
simulations and evidence or work practices (Cedefop 2009, 58–64; Colardyn & Bjørnåvold 
2005, 120–121). The key issues in ensuring the validity and quality of the documentation 
are that the methods are authentic and transparent and that each RPL participant 
receives the same treatment during the documentation process, from the administrative 
elements of signing up and being informed about the documentation activities to the 
analysis and feedback regarding the results (Challis 1993, 68; Evans 2006a, 209; Ministry 
of Education 2007, 27; Travers & Harris 2014, 250; Werquin 2010, 79). 
Documentation is also inherently connected to the third stage, assessment. In 
RPL assessment processes the methods can generally be divided into two models: the 
credit exchange model and the developmental model. The former refers to the RPL 
applicant offering evidence of knowledge or learning typically through performance 
testing or an examination while the latter involves both evidence of prior learning and 
a reflective personal account such as a portfolio and interview process (Butterworth 
1992, 40; Osman 2004, 141). A more recent division of RPL assessment methods is 
the division into convergent or divergent, where convergent methods, similarly 
to the credit exchange model, refer to the assessment of a student’s knowledge in 
relation to set criteria or requirements, often measured with testing or examinations, 
while divergent methods aim to determine the extent of the applicant’s knowledge 
(Andersson 2006b, 37; Hult & Andersson 2008, 15). 
The assessment methods for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
can be similar to the methods used in the assessment of the equivalent formal learning 
(Werquin 2010, 80). Therefore if a university course or study module utilises, say, a final 
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examination as the primary method of assessment, the same method could be used in 
the RPL process for non-formal and informal learning. Some RPL stakeholders in fact 
posit that in HE the best results and reasonable reliability of RPL assessment can be 
reached with singular and straightforward activities and exercises with assessment 
performed with the same criteria and methods as for the formal learning (Ministry 
of Education 2007, 25), with some RPL scholars emphasising method similarity to 
ensure that the assessment of learning outcomes is not treated differently or made 
more or less demanding in either case (Werquin 2010, 80–81). In fact Evans (2006a, 
216) calls the use of more stringent criteria or methods for recognition purposes than 
for students in formal learning “improper, dishonest and academically irresponsible”. 
Successful assessment of non-formal and informal learning in HEIs will lead to the 
certification of the learning outcomes as the fourth and final stage of the recognition 
process, with e.g. ECTS credits granted or the learning certified and validated in other 
ways. Werquin (2010, 33–35), however, has added social recognition as the fifth stage 
to the recognition process which refers to the recognition of the validation process 
and its outcomes by HEIs and the society as a whole as part of gaining academic 
qualifications. However, the four-stage process recommended by the Council of the 
European Union (2012, 3), as described in figure 3.1, has been primarily adopted 
by European and Finnish HEIs, and will be discussed further in later sections in 
the context of this study with the UEF university-level RPL principles and the UEF 
Language Centre recognition principles.
3.1.3 Challenges in recognising non-formal and informal learning
Regardless of the RPL policies and guidelines, actual RPL processes and practices for 
non-formal and informal learning may still not actually exist or be fully implemented 
in all European HEIs, leading the European Students’ Union (2012, 111) to refer to 
an “RPL deficit”. In effect this means that RPL processes may be implemented only 
in certain educational sectors or in certain types of institutions so that RPL is not 
yet an equal right for everyone in the EHEA but instead remains dependent on the 
student’s country, HEI or study programme, certainly a concern for the validity and 
transparency of the principle. Additionally, even in the countries and HEIs where RPL 
is already a staple of academia, recognising learning from all stages and environments 
of an individual’s life for HE credits, qualifications or exemption also continues to face 
opposition in HEIs for various reasons, including lack of funding, time or energy for 
RPL systems and processes. Some HEIs have also adopted overly bureaucratic RPL 
processes because of the negative or suspicious attitudes of their academics towards 
RPL which, particularly if supplemented with unavailable or unclear RPL information 
and/or insufficient articulation of learning outcomes, has often resulted in a lack of 
RPL credibility with both the HEI staff and the students (Garrett, Portwood & Costley 
2004, 13; Trowler 1996, 28; Valk 2009, 91–92).
Concerns about RPL in the HE context are indeed often connected with the 
financial implications of introducing recognition processes to HEIs causing some HE 
scholars and practitioners to view RPL as primarily a method for cost-savings and 
moving students onwards in their studies more quickly while enabling the creation of 
bureaucratic structures to oversee the process (Mänttäri 2009, 22). In a similar vein the 
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recognition of non-formal and informal learning from a European policy perspective 
appears to carry an explicitly economic overtone as the European Commission (2011, 
3) encourages validation procedures in HEIs to “tap into all human capital to combat 
unemployment, boost productivity and competitiveness”, with RPL providing students 
prospects of “enhanced employability [and] increased wages”, when instead learning, 
knowledge and personal development are arguably the main rationales for RPL in the 
minds of many academics, teachers and other HE staff, also in Finnish HEIs.
Therefore the notion of university students being exempted through RPL from 
studies or tasks required from other students still appears to be a sensitive issue 
among many university lecturers and scholars, emanating from pedagogic and 
learning-centric notions but also from issues of quality assurance and maintaining 
the standards and the status of university education (Jäntti 2008, 30; NVL 2010, 16; 
Pokorny & Whittaker 2014, 263; Stenlund 2011, 6; Teichler 2003, 46–47; Wong 2014, 
190). In fact, Duvekot (2002, 100) suggests that universities can be more inclined 
to introduce alternative methods of teaching or new learning environments than 
to support accreditation of competences not acquired in the HE context as many 
academics remain unconvinced that university-equivalent learning can be obtained 
outside the formal learning environment (also Evans 2006b, 32). 
Further, the attitudes against recognising non-formal and informal learning 
in HEIs have at times led to RPL being presented as a risky option compared to 
completing the course or study module or that students seeking an RPL process face 
complicated and time-consuming bureaucratic barriers and/or are made to complete 
equivalent amounts of work as students in the formal learning courses, seemingly to 
deter them from participating in the RPL process (Peters 2005, 276; 2006, 168; Pokorny 
& Whittaker 2014, 260; Trowler 1996, 26). RPL assessors may also be conflicted by 
the responsibility felt towards their students and their own subject, department 
and entire institution (Peters 2005, 279), while Werquin (2012, 275) claims there is 
actual social pressure from the academic community for recognition processes for 
non-formal and informal learning to be equally or even more demanding than those 
for formal learning despite no valid reason for expecting more from RPL applicants 
than from students in the equivalent formal education. This is also referred to as 
RPL assessors functioning as ‘gate-keepers’ of what is accepted as valid or legitimate 
knowledge in a university setting (Hamer 2013, 496; Peters 2006, 168; Wong 2014, 190).
Attitudinal issues can therefore occur on an institutional level or a more personal 
level with some academics, lecturers and university teachers arguing against 
recognising non-formal or informal learning by insisting that RPL ultimately changes 
the value of learning by forcing tacit knowledge to be made explicit and transforming 
non-formal and informal learning into formal knowledge, which overall de-values 
learning as a human resource and forces private individual learning experiences 
under public scrutiny for recognition purposes (cf. Cleary, Whittaker, Gallacher, 
Merrill, Jokinen & Carette 2002, 16; Dismore, McDermott, Witt, Stillwell, Neville & 
Stone 2011, 317; Harris 2000, 38–39). Also, even with those involved in RPL assessment 
the opposition or suspicion may be deep-seated as demonstrated by Stenlund (2010, 
793) in whose study many academics or RPL assessors considered the assessment 
of informal learning time-consuming and complicated compared to formal learning 
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despite on the whole spending less time with the RPL assessment than assessing the 
equivalent formal learning.
The rejection of non-formal and informal learning for university degrees appears 
to be particularly poignant with workplace learning, according to studies from various 
parts of European and global HE. In Australia for instance, Pitman and Vidovich (2013, 
510) found that some universities had strong predisposed attitudes to RPL and had 
made acquiring RPL credits through work experience very challenging. In the United 
States, Travers (2012, 112) found that some American academics felt workplace or 
informal learning could not be considered university-level learning if the theoretical 
perspectives of the field could not be articulated and synthesised with the practical 
elements. Similarly in Finland, Mänttäri (2009, 22) has questioned the purpose of 
RPL to recognise daily or work-related learning within the confines of university-
level learning outcomes for research knowledge and critical thinking. However, 
Walsh (2014, 116), while admitting the adverse reactions among some academics also 
in British universities towards the recognition of workplace learning, has viewed the 
rejection primarily as lack of knowledge about the learning opportunities provided 
by modern work environments. Additionally it should be noted that throughout the 
EHEA HEIs are not obligated to recognise workplace learning, or any other form of 
non-formal and informal learning, if the learning does not match the set learning 
outcomes for courses or study modules (European recognition manual for higher 
education institutions 2014, 24).
3. 2 R E CO G N I T I O N O F N O N - FO R M A L A N D I N FO R M A L L E A R N I N G 
I N F I N N I S H U N I V E R S I T I E S
Finnish educational policy on higher education is based on the Bologna Process 
and the principles of lifelong learning and the EHEA and Finland has been active 
in implementing the recommendations and goals of the Bologna Process (Ministry of 
Education 2007, 22; Ministry of Education and Culture 2013, 9). In Finnish universities 
and other HEIs the concept of lifelong learning can be considered particularly 
prominent because of the diverse backgrounds and age structure of the students. In 
Finland persons eligible for a lower university degree (i.e. Bachelor’s) include those who 
have either passed the matriculation examination, have a vocational degree, have an 
adult vocational degree or qualification, or have corresponding qualifications completed 
abroad (Universities Act 558/2009, chapter 5, section 37). This and other societal and 
educational factors have resulted in Finnish university students entering their studies 
from increasingly heterogeneous backgrounds and being older than their European 
counterparts (Moore 2006, 151; Ministry of Education and Culture 2013, 22). In 2012 
for instance, 48 % of all Bachelor’s level university students in Finland were aged 25 or 
older (Statistics Finland 2012, 5) and in 2013 university students spent on average 6.5 
years completing their Master’s degrees (Statistics Finland 2013, 2) so Finnish students 
graduate and transfer to the labour market older than most of their European peers.
Prolonged graduation and by European standards older university graduates 
have been and continue to be a source for concern in Finnish HE (Melin et al. 2015, 
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45; Merenluoto & Lindberg 2012, 133; Ministry of Education and Culture 2010, 6), 
even though the Bologna Process instigated welcomed practices to shorten HE study 
times and create degrees increasingly suitable for labour requirements for quicker 
transitions from studies to careers (Kallo 2009, 242; Niemelä, Ahola, Blomqvist, 
Juusola, Karjalainen, Liljander, Mielityinen, Oikarinen, Moitus & Mattila 2012, 34). 
While university studies in Finland are frequently prolonged because many students 
work part-time during their studies, the life experiences and lifelong and life-wide 
learning environments, including work, of adult Finnish university students have 
created substantial potential and demand for recognition processes for all manner of 
learning in the university context.
In Finnish universities effective procedures and systems to recognise formal 
learning outcomes acquired elsewhere have been in place for decades, with students 
frequently completing equivalent studies in other HEIs to have the formal learning 
accredited by their home institution. The recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning as part of university degrees, on the other hand, was introduced in 2004 
with the renewed Government Decree on University Degrees (794/2004), which 
states that in addition to formal learning, students can be accredited or validated 
for learning obtained and acquired in other ways (Ch. 6, Sec. 25). In 2005 further 
development measures for RPL in Finnish HE were taken with the publication of a 
qualifications framework for HE by the Ministry of Education (2005), with an aim 
to increase and facilitate the recognition of prior studies and to enhance lifelong 
learning through a detailed description of Finnish HE degrees. The new possibility 
of expediting university studies with RPL processes introduced in 2006 the system 
of personal study plans (PSPs, HOPS in Finnish) to allow for more individual study 
paths, monitor students’ study progress, shorten study times and lower dropout rates 
(Ansela, Haapaniemi & Pirttimäki 2005, 10; Halttunen & Koivisto 2014, 192; Ministry 
of Education 2007, 24; Niemelä et al. 2012, 35; Saukkonen & Närhi 2006, 115–116). In 
2007 the Finnish Ministry of Education (2007, 45–48) published a report on RPL with 
directions for HEIs to create comprehensive RPL systems and since then, the latest 
Universities Act (558/2009) in Finland moved to explicitly emphasise the principles 
of lifelong learning and the recognition and validation of learning acquired outside 
of formal educational systems as part of university degrees with the aid of learning-
based curricula and detailed learning outcomes.
Recently the explicit focus of RPL principles in Finnish HE has indeed been 
on enhancing the processes and procedures for the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning particularly in universities. The current degree regulations enable 
university students to be exempted from or accredited for courses or study modules 
in their curriculum through non-formal and informal learning, i.e. for studies which 
have set learning outcomes against which the prior learning can be assessed (Ministry 
of Education and Culture 2013, 29–30). For example, the University of Eastern Finland 
(UEF), under examination in this research, has a system for the recognition of non-
formal and informal learning whereby any student accepted to study at the university 
can apply for the recognition of his/her prior learning, provided that the learning 
matches the university curriculum level and the expressed learning outcomes 
(University of Eastern Finland 2010; 2014c). The RPL process at UEF for non-formal 
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and informal learning, which can be seen to reflect the processes detailed by the 
European Commission (2011, 3) and Werquin (2010, 33–35) (see subsection 3.1.1), is 
summarised in figure 3.2 below and a more detailed process chart covering all the 
stakeholders is available in appendix 1 of this study.
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Figure 3.2. The RPL process for non-formal and informal learning at UEF (University of 
Eastern Finland 2014c)
Research on RPL in Finnish universities has increased in recent years, beginning with Jäntti 
(2008) whose publication on RPL practices at the former University of Kuopio, the current 
Kuopio campus of UEF, has been instrumental in the development of RPL processes in Finnish 
HEIs. RPL processes at HEIs particularly in the region of eastern Finland were also examined 
and developed in a 2010-2012 project about recognition of workplace learning in HEIs 
(Työelämässä hankitun osaamisen tunnustaminen Itä-Suomen korkeakouluissa in Finnish), 
which included UEF and three regional UASs (Savonia, Karelia and Mikkeli). The project 
produced a publication edited by Airola and Hirvonen (2012), with several articles describing
the various (and varying) RPL procedures for workplace learning in the HEIs, yet primarily 
from a formal learning perspective. The project also included the UEF Language Centre,
however again with the focus on the recognition of formal learning of LSP studies. Other recent 
studies on the implementation of RPL in various fields and from multiple angles in Finnish 
HEIs include publications by Haltia and Jaakkola (eds. 2009), Halttunen and Pyykkö (eds. 
2010), Niemelä (2013) and Salo (2013).
UEF student applies for RPL of non-
formal and informal learning after 
identification of relevant learning, 
with guidance provided by the 
university
UEF student presents proof of prior 
non-formal and informal learning, 
e.g. documentation or 
demonstration, as instructed by the 
department or faculty
RPL assessor at the student's 
department or other assigned unit 
evaluates the learning
UEF student is informed of the 
decision and awarded credits if the 
process was successful; the student 
also has a right to appeal a negative 
decision
Figure 3.2. The RPL process for non-formal and informal learning at UEF (University of Eastern 
Finland 2014c)
Research on RPL in Finnish universities has increased in recent years, beginning with 
Jäntti (2008) whose publication on RPL practices at the former University of Kuopio, 
the current Kuopio campus of UEF, has been instrumental in the development of RPL 
processes in Finnish HEIs. RPL processes at HEIs particularly in the region of eastern 
Finland were also examined and developed in a 2010–2012 project about recognition 
of workplace learning in HEIs (Työelämässä hankitun osaamisen tunnustaminen Itä-
Suomen korkeakouluissa in Finnish), which included UEF and three regional UASs 
(Savonia, Karelia and Mikkeli). The project produced a publication edited by Airola 
and Hirvonen (2012), with several articles describing the various (and varying) RPL 
procedures for workplace learning in the HEIs, yet pri arily from a formal learning 
perspective. The project also included the UEF Language Centre, however again with 
the focus on the recognition of formal learning of LSP studies. Other recent studies 
on the implementation of RPL in various fields and from multiple angles n Finnish 
HEIs include publications by Haltia and Jaakkola (eds. 2009), Halttunen and Pyykkö 
(eds. 2010), Niemelä (2013) and Salo (2013).
Although the majo ity of RPL research in the Fin ish university and HEI context 
thus far has been conducted primarily from policy, administrative or process quality 
perspectives, student perspectives on RPL processes for formal, non-formal or 
informal learning are also emerging. In a recent study conducted with students from 
20 UASs and six universities, including UEF, UAS students of Social Services and 
university students of Social Work were asked about their views on the recognition of 
formal, non-formal and informal learning (Lähteinen & Romakkaniemi 2013). In the 
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study 72 % of the university students (N=252) felt the recognition of previous formal 
learning in general was a significant or a very significant part of university studies 
and 66 % found the recognition of work experience significant or very significant for 
university studies (2013, 27). The high figures may reflect the extensive work histories 
and previous studies of many Finnish students of Social Work as they enter university 
studies and the accreditation they receive for their prior formal learning especially 
through Open University studies and field-specific work experience. 
In another large-scale study of Finnish HE students, with 1,872 university 
respondents including 152 from UEF, Penttilä (2011) studied the accumulated ECTS 
credits for the recognition of formal, non-formal and informal learning in the year 
2009. The results indicated that Finnish university students had obtained recognisable 
and accreditable non-formal and informal learning experiences from a variety of 
activities, such as peer tutoring, student association work, studying or living abroad, 
work experience, military service, civil society organisations, other organisational 
activity and trade union work (Penttilä 2011, 167–170). According to the study, 
students reported that functioning as a peer tutor for other students, which in Finnish 
universities is not an academic position but instead aimed at providing practical and 
social guidance for new students, was most often and quite systematically accredited 
as non-formal and informal learning by many HEIs. However, despite the variety 
of non-formal and informal learning opportunities, the overall numbers of ECTS 
credits awarded for the learning or activities were small, and as the Finnish Ministry 
of Education and Culture (2013, 29–30) admits, the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning remains marginal at Finnish universities.
One of the reasons for the small volumes and unused potential is that since 
universities in Finland are autonomous, they can decide on RPL and validation issues 
independently and consequently many universities have opted to recognise only prior 
formal learning in the degrees, forgoing non-formal and informal learning completely 
(Karttunen 2014, 5). Other issues influencing the limited prevalence can be argued 
to include the relative newness of the concept in Finnish universities, attitudinal 
issues such as discussed previously in subsection 3.1.2, and the lack of explicit or 
versatile RPL systems. For instance, some Finnish university faculties offer no 
explicit RPL processes for many lecture courses where attendance is not compulsory 
and assessment is conducted with a final examination so that potential RPL applicants 
are merely invited to demonstrate their non-formally and informally acquired prior 
learning in the final examination given for the formal learning course (Piel, personal 
communication on November 7, 2013). 
However, yet another reason for the limited use of RPL processes for non-formal 
and informal learning in Finnish universities could also be the students themselves. 
RPL in Finnish universities, as throughout the EHEA, is based on the student’s right 
to apply for the recognition of prior learning, so application is voluntary and initiated 
by the student hence also the responsibility for the recognition lies with the student, 
and many simply elect not to apply for RPL. In the study by Penttilä (2011), with 
no separation of university or UAS students, the most common reasons provided 
by students for not seeking the recognition of prior learning were that they did not 
consider it necessary or that they were uncertain if their learning or knowledge could 
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be recognised (2011, 51–54). Similarly in the study by Lähteinen and Romakkaniemi 
(2013, 23–24), many Finnish HE students had elected not to actively seek the recognition 
of their earlier work experience or workplace learning because they viewed workplace 
learning as a resource to support the current university studies but not replace them. 
In the same study, however, 81 % of university students of Social Work claimed to 
have not been aware of the concept of RPL or what the process entailed, and only 
14 % having familiarised themselves with information about RPL provided by their 
universities (2013, 35). 
Figures such as these signal issues in the RPL information and guidance services 
provided by Finnish universities where RPL guidance is primarily connected to 
the construction of each student’s personal study plan (PSP), compiled by students 
often with the help of the faculty’s academic advisor(s) (amanuenssi(t) in Finnish) or 
other designated RPL personnel. In the Penttilä study (2011, 97), Finnish university 
students had indeed obtained guidance about concrete RPL matters most from the 
faculty advisor yet only 27 % had actively sought information about RPL from the 
faculty advisor and instead many had favoured student peers and the university 
website for information (2011, 91). While some of the key challenges in Finnish 
university guidance systems can be considered the lack of resources, personnel, time 
and commitment (Ansela, Haapaniemi & Pirttimäki 2005, 56), recently Halttunen 
and Koivisto (2014, 192) have emphasised the significance of the guidance provided 
by RPL advisors and the role of the PSP in Finnish university RPL processes to fully 
allow students to utilise and demonstrate their varied learning also from non-formal 
and informal learning environments.
3. 3 E N G L I S H FO R S PE C I F I C PU R P O S E S (E S P)  A S PA R T O F 
F I N N I S H U N I V E R S I T Y D E G R E E S
In Finland the teaching of English at secondary and upper secondary school levels 
and the overall positive attitudes towards English in society have created a firm 
foundation for the use, acquisition and development of English as the most common 
foreign language (Härmälä, Huhtanen & Puukko 2014, 149), which consequently 
facilitates the efficient teaching and development of English for specific purposes 
(ESP) at university level. English does hold a unique role in Finnish society as the 
most important foreign language in the media, business and everyday life (Leppänen 
& Nikula 2007, 339) and the comprehensive approach to English also prior to HE 
studies has enabled most students to enter their university studies with good English 
language competence, developed during their formal education years and additionally 
in various non-formal, informal and lifelong language learning environments as 
foreign language skills are rarely acquired solely in the classroom but rather through 
a combination of instruction and exposure (Benson 2009, 217).
In practical terms, most students entering Finnish universities should have B2 level 
English proficiency in the scale of the European Common Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEFR), as it is the language proficiency level in the required foreign 
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language and also the skill level of the so-called A–language2 of the matriculation 
examination taken at the end of the upper secondary school (Finnish National Board of 
Education 2003, 100). The B2 level is described as the ‘vantage’ level of an independent 
language user (Council of Europe 2001, 24) and is summarised in competence-based 
‘can do’ statements characteristic of the CEFR skill level descriptions in figure 3.3 below.
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Figure 3.3. B2 level of language proficiency in the CEFR scale (Council of Europe 2001, 24)
It is reasonable to assume that most Finnish students entering their university studies, especially 
with a matriculation examination certificate, would indeed possess English language 
proficiency equivalent or relatively close to the B2 level and that they would also have previous 
experience of self-assessing their skill level as Finnish students study languages with references 
to the CEFR levels throughout their secondary and upper secondary education (Alanen, Huhta, 
Jarvis, Martin & Tarnanen 2012, 18). However, as Finnish students also come to universities 
with varying backgrounds of prior education and prior learning in languages, it can be 
challenging to estimate the overall levels of English language skills of all Finnish university 
students. 
Yet the transition from general English to an academic and field-specific focus 
can be argued to be facilitated by the generally positive attitudes towards English, the exposure 
to the language in Finnish society, and by the field-specific nature of ESP language learning, 
i.e. the explicit connection between the language and the student’s chosen field of study. After 
all, ESP courses in Finnish universities are intended to enable students to proceed efficiently 
with their studies where much of the course literature, lecture notes, current research and even 
teaching may be in English, and to prepare them for the future demands presented by modern 
working lives. Previous studies have also indicated that Finnish university students appreciate 
the ESP and other LSP studies they undertake during their HE education and find them a
positive, relevant, meaningful and enjoyable experience (Helle 1995, 21–22; Elsinen 2000, 111; 
Jalkanen & Taalas 2013, 85).
Can understand the main ideas of complex texts on both concrete          
and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of 
specialisation.
Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity without           
much obvious searching for expressions.
Can use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic and 
professional purposes.
Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex         
subjects, showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors 
and cohesive devices.
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It is reasonable to assume that most Finnish students entering their university studies, 
especially with a matriculation examination certificate, would indeed possess English 
language proficiency equivalent or relatively close to the B2 level and that they would 
also have previous experience of self-assessing their skill level as Finnish students 
study languages with references to the CEFR levels throughout their secondary and 
upper secondary education (Alanen, Huhta, Jarvis, Martin & Tarnanen 2012, 18). 
However, as Finnish students also come to universities with varying backgrounds of 
prior education and prior learning in languages, it can be challenging to estimate the 
overall levels of English language skills of all Finnish university students. 
Yet the transition from general English to an academic a d field-specific focus can 
be argued to be facilitated by the generally positive attitudes towards English, the 
exposure to the language in Finnish society, and by the field-specific nature of ESP 
language learning, i.e. the explicit connection between the language and the student’s 
chosen field of study. After all, ESP courses in Finnish universities are intended to 
enable students to proceed efficiently with their studies where much of the course 
literature, lecture notes, current research and ven teaching may be in English, and 
2  The Finnish National Core Curriculum for a foreign language started in grades 1-6 of comprehensive 
school, the so-called Advanced language o  A–language, includes in upper secondary school six compul-
sory courses and two specialisation courses to be completed within three years. The courses also create 
the basis for the matriculation examination content, exercises and assessment.
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to prepare them for the future demands presented by modern working lives. Previous 
studies have also indicated that Finnish university students appreciate the ESP and 
other LSP studies they undertake during their HE education and find them a positive, 
relevant, meaningful and enjoyable experience (Helle 1995, 21–22; Elsinen 2000, 111; 
Jalkanen & Taalas 2013, 85).
The relevance of ESP to the students’ studies emanates from the ESP courses and 
teaching relying on academic and field-specific needs analyses to generate a great variety 
of teaching methods, exercises, activities and practice, all with the aim of preparing 
students for their studies and future commitments with relevant and authentic materials 
(Douglas 2000, 2; 2013, 373). The creation of tailor-made materials for each discipline 
and course by ESP lecturers, while time-consuming and labour-intensive, also provides 
a focused way for both the students and the ESP lecturers to concentrate on the needs 
specified in the course learning outcomes whether professional, academic or both 
(Bocanegra-Valle 2010, 143). While academic English is included in most ESP courses in 
Finnish universities, some courses can also be defined as purely English for academic 
purposes (EAP), where the focus is on learning and developing academic English skills 
for study and research purposes through academic texts, communicative situations and 
other content relating to English in academic and scientific circumstances (Carkin 2005, 
86; Hyland & Hamp-Lyons 2002, 2).
Research on ESP in the Finnish language centre context since the early 1990s has 
focused primarily on the students, their needs and on efforts to develop ESP teaching 
(e.g. Mason 1991). However, overall in Finnish HE, ESP research has been more active 
not in universities but in the polytechnics/UASs where the development of vocational 
and professional language teaching and language learning has been more prominent. 
In the UAS context, language studies, including ESP studies, have been researched 
and development work with language requirements conducted by Airola (2009), 
Airola and Kantelinen (2008; 2009), Kankkunen and Voutilainen (2007), Kantelinen 
(2007), Kantelinen and Airola (2009) and Rytkönen (2007), with a focus on the English 
language needs and requirements of UAS students and employers in Finland. Much of 
the research specifically on English for business purposes or business communication 
in Finnish HE, as is also the specific focus of this study, has similarly been carried 
out in a polytechnic/UAS context intended to develop existing ESP/EBP and business 
English teaching methods through needs analyses and examinations of employer 
requirements (Airola 2004; 2014; Huhta 2010; Louhiala-Salminen 1995; 1999; Louhiala-
Salminen, Charles & Kankaanranta 2005; Sjöberg 2002). 
In the Finnish university language centre setting recent research on ESP has been 
conducted on topics such as student experiences of language and learning (Pitkänen, 
Siddall & Lehtonen 2013), learning environments (Bergroth-Koskinen & Seppälä 2012; 
Sainio 2013), development of teacher research (Lehtonen, Pitkänen & Vaattovaara 
2015) and the development of recognition processes for formal, non-formal and 
informal learning (Amendolara, Bradley & Martin 2013; Anttila, Granstedt-Ketola, 
Hirvonen, Karjalainen, Laulajainen & Lautiainen 2014; Tuomainen 2014). The 
development work with ESP studies in Finnish universities has in many respects 
been necessitated by the highly heterogeneous nature of the students in language 
centre courses. As language studies are an obligatory part of all Finnish university 
degrees, unlike faculties language centres are not in a position to select their students 
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but instead encounter every academic year the spectrum of individuals studying 
at any university, with variance in age, prior education and experiences, levels of 
language motivation, aptitude, field-specific expertise and academic and professional 
targets (cf. Kantelinen 1998, 109). In fact Karlsson-Fält (2010, 135–149), based on her 
phenomenographic research with Finnish university language centre teachers, has 
argued that Finnish university students studying LSP courses range anywhere from 
ambitious, goal-oriented and interested in language learning to students only seeking 
to complete the required credits. As ESP courses are indeed a required part of Finnish 
university degrees but not the subject the student has enrolled to study, this can pose 
motivational challenges for some students. Consequently, for ESP teachers to ensure 
successful and beneficial learning experiences, the key is to create courses as relevant 
to the students’ academic and professional needs as possible, with varied, suitable 
and pedagogically sound teaching methods, materials or learning environments, 
created through a strong research-oriented approach, while also allowing for effective 
recognition processes for skills already acquired elsewhere.
Many language centre teachers at Finnish universities are in fact primarily 
focused on the active development of their teaching methods, materials and learning 
environments as demand for increasingly versatile study paths and options continues 
to grow, which effectively means this pedagogical quality frequently transpires at 
the expense of time or resources for research as language centres continue to face 
financial restrictions, an increasingly common trend also throughout HE studies in 
Finland and in the EHEA. Already in the mid-1990s scholars lamented the lack of 
resources with Finnish language centre teaching, with the dichotomy of targets of the 
study, i.e. attaining sufficient academic and professional LSP skills and the minimal 
teaching resources, including limited contact hours (Carlson 1995, 88–89; Sajavaara 
1998, 96; Kantelinen 1998, 109). Little change appears to have transpired since then 
as in recent years the increased demands of modern international work settings 
have led to claims that the small number of credits and limited classroom teaching 
resources in language centres may no longer be enough to meet today’s professional 
requirements (Stenlund & Mällinen 2013, 25). Therefore, despite the requirements 
for field-specific language skills in Finnish university degrees, language centres 
continually face challenges for adequate funding and resources to meet the needs and 
wishes of students for increased language learning opportunities, with also Tuomi and 
Rontu (2011, 47), both Finnish university language centre directors, acknowledging 
the reduced university funding for language and communication studies “despite 
overt claims towards internationalisation”. Similar unfortunate trends can be seen 
elsewhere in the EHEA, where the lack of investment in language centres has led to 
closings of projects such as academic writing centres or even entire language centres 
(Dijk, Engelen & Korebrits 2013, 361).
Nevertheless, a growing point of interest in ESP research in Finnish university 
language centres, such as in this study, is also the recognition of students’ learning 
acquired outside of the ESP classroom, with universities and university language 
centres across Europe committed to the recognition of all forms of learning. The 
learning and learner-centred approach to ESP is after all based on lifelong learning 
policies where the individual learner needs, including non-academic requirements 
and informal learning experiences, together with personal growth and development, 
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are respected. This focus on academic and field-specific language learning and 
proficiency development adopted by Finnish university language centres therefore 
enables the recognition of the different experiences, backgrounds and perspectives 
of the diverse student population.
3.4 R E CO G N I T I O N O F N O N - FO R M A L A N D I N FO R M A L L E A R N I N G 
O F E S P I N F I N N I S H U N I V E R S I T Y L A N G UAG E C E N T R E S
As Finnish university students today adopt and embark upon a variety of study paths for 
their ESP studies, this increasingly includes the recognition of their non-formally and 
informally acquired ESP proficiency through RPL processes and assessment. The RPL 
guidance regarding ESP in Finnish universities initially takes place in the students’ 
own faculty or department through the faculty advisor or other designated RPL staff 
and the construction of the student’s PSP. However, as the university language centres 
are the key sources of RPL guidance, counselling and information regarding ESP 
studies, students are often advised, such as at UEF, by their faculty advisors to contact 
the language centre on ESP and other language-related RPL matters. 
In Finnish university language centres the assessment and potential validation 
of ESP proficiency developed outside the formal classroom setting is not a novel 
concept as language centres have implemented many forms of pre-testing, proficiency 
testing or exemption examinations since the 1970s (Kalin, Nurmi & Räsänen 1997, 
19). However, within the concept and official policies of RPL, the development of 
recognition measures has transpired in connection with the HE policies of the 
Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture (2007; 2013), the recommendations 
for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning provided by the Finnish 
University Rectors’ Council and the Rectors’ Conference of Finnish Universities of 
Applied Sciences (2009), and national development projects and subsequent national 
recommendations for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning in HE 
language and communication studies.
The national recommendations (appendix 2) were produced in 2011 by a working 
group in conjunction with the national project ‘RPL in Higher Education’ (AHOT 
korkeakouluissa in Finnish, 2011), and they enable HE language and communication 
studies to be completed with a demonstration of prior learning with methods such as 
an examination, portfolio, interview, other written or oral contributions, the European 
Language Portfolio, learning diaries, learning assignments, expert lectures or any 
combination of the above. The options recommended by the working group were all 
based on existing practices of LSP assessment in Finnish HEIs (Airola 2012a, 117) 
so that while university language centres had an established history of exemption 
examinations, many UAS language centres had adopted portfolios as their RPL 
method, while the European Language Portfolio, learning diaries and expert lectures 
had also already been used to some extent and essays have long been traditional 
methods of assessment in HEIs, either independently or to supplement portfolio work 
or other RPL demonstration methods (Ministry of Education 2007, 29). A recent study 
of the RPL methods used in Finnish university language centres for non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP (Anttila et al. 2014, 3–7) established that a variety of written 
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and oral tests, i.e. exemption examinations, are at present most commonly utilised for 
RPL purposes, followed by portfolios supplemented with oral interviews.
While European RPL policy also lists tests and examinations as recommended 
methods for recognising non-formal and informal learning, particularly for their cost-
effectiveness, high level of perceived fairness and extended applicability (Cedefop 
2009, 62), another factor for Finnish university language centres can be argued to 
have been the established practice of giving ESP tests and examinations. Therefore, 
similarly as the teaching of ESP requires authentic materials derived through an 
in-depth needs analysis, the criteria for ESP examinations for RPL purposes are 
also derived from an analysis of the target language use situations. Hence the 
construction of any RPL examination requires the ESP lecturer/RPL assessor to 
define the purpose of the assessment, conduct a needs analysis, collect language use 
data in context, analyse the target communicative tasks, and develop exercises and 
activities that reflect those target situations and the expressed learning outcomes 
(Douglas 2005, 859; 2013, 368). While language assessment in general involves making 
an interpretation about the language learner’s ability and achievement after the 
collection of information through some form of measurement with clearly defined and 
methodical procedures (Bachman & Palmer 2010, 20; Lynch 2003, 5), ESP assessment 
is viewed as a unique method of communicative language testing which takes into 
consideration a number of critical features such as language performance, specific 
contexts and communicative capacity. Therefore ESP assessment includes situations 
which require authentic, direct and communicative activities and tasks for language 
use and engaging in communicative dialogue as closely related to the realistic, study 
and work-related conditions of language use as possible (Douglas 2000, 281; Kohonen 
2001, 50; 2009, 25; Shohamy 1996, 146). 
However, some scholars do argue that ESP assessment cannot be fully authentic in 
educational institution settings and rather only simulates authenticity (Davies 2008, 
69–70), while others are generally critical of examinations for RPL purposes. For 
instance Andersson (2008, 130) argues that examinations are inherently connected 
to formal education and governing and thereby as an RPL method only intensify 
the power component of RPL by forcing non-formal and informal learning to be 
transformed into formal competence and thus introducing disciplinary practices 
and productivity to knowledge and learning that were previously invisible. Yet other 
scholars also question the value of the other popular RPL alternative, the portfolio, 
for its potential subjectivity and work-intensive nature (Hamer 2012, 115; Osman 
2006, 212), and instead highlight the importance of “valid, transparent and consistent” 
results from the assessment of non-formal and informal learning, obtainable for 
instance through testing (Werquin 2010, 11).
Regardless of the method, however, the key foundation in RPL remains assessing 
prior learning against expressed learning outcomes connected to specific courses or 
study modules (Cedefop 2009, 15; Colardyn & Bjørnåvold 2004, 69; Ministry of Education 
2007, 23–24). Therefore the goals and targeted learning outcomes specific to ESP in 
each university study programme must be clearly explicated to the students seeking 
the recognition of their ESP proficiency. For instance, it should still be emphasised 
that ESP recognition is connected to the language requisites of Finnish university 
degrees, not to general English proficiency. As the teaching of ESP is based on needs 
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analyses and the tailoring of the aims, methods, content and application of each field-
specific course (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998, 25), the same inherently applies 
to the recognition and assessment of the corresponding ESP proficiency through 
RPL. However, at times Finnish university students approach their language centres 
to apply for an RPL process only with their general English proficiency, with little 
knowledge of how their prior learning matches the ESP learning outcomes. Similarly 
in a Finnish RPL publication the prolific RPL processes for LSP studies appeared to 
be justified with a generalisation “you know a language once you’ve learned it” (“Kieltä 
osaa, jos sen on joskus oppinut” in Finnish) (Harju 2010, 67), with seemingly limited 
awareness of the requirements of academic and field-specific language studies in 
HEIs, emphasising the need for clearly expressed learning outcomes and relevant and 
up-to-date RPL information and guidance for ESP studies.
3. 5 E S P E X E M P T I O N E X A M I N AT I O N S FO R B U S I N E SS A N D 
E CO N O M I C S AT T H E U N I V E R S I T Y O F E A S T E R N F I N L A N D (U E F) 
L A N G UAG E C E N T R E
Recognising Finnish university students’ non-formal and informal learning of ESP 
through examinations allows, if successfully completed, students to be exempted 
from the corresponding ESP course(s). At the UEF Language Centre the so-called 
ESP exemption examinations for RPL (AHOT-näyttökokeet in Finnish) for the 
recognition of non-formal and informal learning of ESP were officially adopted to use 
in August 2011 (University of Eastern Finland Language Centre 2010). With students 
of Business and Economics their three course-specific exemption examinations with 
ESP, EBP and EAP-related learning outcomes can be defined as ESP proficiency and 
performance tests for RPL purposes where the ESP language and communication 
skills are assessed against the specified learning outcomes. 
The UEF Language Centre and its earlier forms have provided ESP teaching 
since 1980 (Kahelin 1992, 2), and currently the UEF Language Centre operates as one 
language centre serving the three campuses of UEF, with teaching staff numbering 35 
(full-time and part-time), an administrative staff of six, and teaching in nine languages 
with pedagogically innovative and versatile teaching methods including classroom 
teaching, blended learning, online courses and subject and language integrated 
courses. In conjunction with lifelong learning policies, the UEF Language Centre also 
actively promotes students’ lifelong language learning, the internationalisation of 
the university and the surrounding regions, and is responsible for the RPL processes 
related to language and communication studies (University of Eastern Finland 2011, 9). 
In 2011 the newly merged UEF Language Centre harmonised its extensive pre-
testing practices into the systematic exemption examinations for the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning of ESP. In the ESP exemption examinations each 
student’s personal competencies acquired in a variety of environments are evaluated 
with proficiency and/or performance testing in relation to the course-specific learning 
outcomes so that competences which can be shown to have been already achieved 
are exchanged for course credits and exemption from the corresponding ESP 
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course(s). All degree students at UEF are entitled to apply to do the ESP exemptions 
examinations for the ESP courses required in their degrees3 (University of Eastern 
Finland Language Centre 2014a).
The exemption examination system with designated days organised once every 
semester was established to meet the growing demand for the recognition of non-
formally and informally acquired ESP skills in the over 15,000 student population 
of the newly merged university with a consistent and transparent RPL system on 
all three UEF campuses (Hirvonen, personal communication on August 20, 2014). 
The adoption of the system was based on the strong pre-course testing background 
in existence at the UEF Language Centre to ensure a reliable and unprejudiced 
evaluation of students’ prior learning. Forming an explicit RPL process based on an 
existing system has been said to facilitate the RPL process through the knowledge 
of existing criteria (Andersson 2006b, 46). Additionally, because of the diversity of 
the learning processes and contexts for non-formal and informal learning of ESP, 
the variety of students potentially partaking in the RPL process for ESP and the 
tacit nature of non-formal and informal learning (Edwards, Gallacher & Whittaker 
2006, 5; Tuomainen 2014, 34–36), reliability and validity for the recognition were also 
sought with the selection of the exemption examinations for course-specific learning 
outcomes, instead of a portfolio and/or an interview process or other methods.  
Students of Business and Economics at the UEF Business School have three different 
ESP courses as part of their Bachelor’s degree: English for Business and Economics 
(EBE, 3 ECTS), recommended for the first year of studies; English for Communicating 
in Business (ECB, 4 ECTS), recommended for the second year; and English Academic 
Writing and Presentations for Business and Economics (EAWP, 3 ECTS), recommended 
for the third year, at the end of the Bachelor’s degree (University of Eastern Finland 
Faculty of Social Sciences and Business Studies 2014, 91–92). The three ESP courses vary 
in length, workload, activities, content and learning outcomes and offer any student of 
Business and Economics at UEF comprehensive opportunities to develop field-specific, 
professional and academic English language and communication skills. Yet any student 
who has acquired the equivalent learning elsewhere, and can self-assess and match his/
her prior learning against the described course-specific learning outcomes, can sign up 
for the ESP exemption examinations intended for the assessment of non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP, EBP and EAP.
Table 3.2 below illustrates in detail the course descriptions, ESP learning goals, 
course assessment methods and RPL assessment for all three ESP courses and 
exemption examinations organised at the UEF Language Centre for students of 
Business and Economics, highlighting also the use of similar methods of assessment 
for both formal learning and the recognition of non-formal and informal learning and 
the transparency of the assessment criteria. More extensive descriptions, including 
detailed assessment criteria, can be seen in appendix 3 of this study.
3  Because the exemption examinations are the RPL process for required ESP courses at UEF, they have 
not been made available to exchange students or doctoral degree students, despite continual interest 
from those student groups in the exemption examinations for the accumulation of ECTS credits.
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Table 3.3. ESP courses, exemption examinations and assessment methods and criteria for 
students of Business and Economics at UEF (Heinonen, Kaskinen, Mills & Tuomainen 2014; 
University of Eastern Finland Language Centre 2014b)
English for Business and Economics (EBE)
3 ECTS, 36 hours of contact teaching, 1st year of studies, CEFR level B2
Course description
The student understands business-specific texts in English, has a command of key business terminology in English 
and can function in central oral and written communication situations for his/her own field of study.
ESP goals
 - Developing academic reading and study skills, lexis and grammar knowledge
 - Developing academic and field-specific oral skills, including fluency, pronunciation and presentation skills
 - Familiarisation with academic style and conventions
 - Familiarisation of business-specific English in various intercultural and linguistic settings
Course assessment (grading 1–5)
 - 80 % attendance in contact teaching
 - Continuous assessment of all course activities and/or a final examination with business-specific reading 
comprehension, business vocabulary, academic vocabulary, affixes and word formation principles
 - Continuous assessment for oral proficiency
 - Oral presentation on a business-specific topic
Exemption examination (RPL) (grading 1–5)
 - Test on business-specific reading comprehension, business vocabulary, academic vocabulary, affixes and word 
formation principles
 - Discussion with lecturer/assessor on higher education, interests in business and economics, work experience, 
career prospects and professional qualities
 - Oral presentation prepared in advance, presented in the examination
English for Communicating in Business (ECB)
4 ECTS, 48 hours of contact teaching, 2nd year of studies, CEFR level B2
Course description
The student has a command of oral and written business communication to effectively function in international 
work situations, meetings and negotiations. The student has a working knowledge of cross-cultural 
communication. The student can construct main documents for English business communication with relevant 
style and level of politeness, and can prepare and present relevant and compelling oral presentations for business 
communication. 
ESP goals
 - Developing skills necessary for communicating effectively in typical business situations through class and 
small-group discussions, role-plays and other exercises in business communication, including pronunciation and 
business vocabulary
 - Developing and practicing the writing of various types of business texts, with attention to content, structure, 
language, style and grammar
 - Active development of listening skills and oral presentation skills for business purposes
 - Familiarisation of business communication in English in various intercultural settings
Course assessment (grading 1–5)
 - 80 % attendance in contact teaching 
 - Written activities on business correspondence, professional applications and reports
 - Oral activities on business communication, e.g. job interview simulation, negotiation role-plays
 - Sales presentation and/or business presentation
Exemption examination (RPL) (grading 1–5)
 - Written activities on business correspondence, including vocabulary on business communication
 - Job interview simulation, with negotiation elements
 - Oral presentation (sales and/or business), prepared in advance, presented in the examination
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English Academic Writing and Presentations for Business and Economics (EAWP)
3 ECTS, 36 hours of contact teaching or blended learning, 3rd year of studies, CEFR level B2–C1
Course description
The student can write various field-specific academic texts in English (e.g. critical review, academic essay, 
Bachelor’s thesis) and prepare and present a clear and effective academic presentation on field-specific research 
interests.
ESP/EAP goals
 - Practicing and developing writing and presentation skills in English in the context of academic study of Business 
and Economics using lectures, classroom activities, pair and small-group discussion and written and oral 
exercises
 - Practicing formal English language use in writing and in oral communication, including argumentation and 
critical use of references
 - Activating academic vocabulary for increased lexical variety in written and oral communication
 - Developing academic presentation skills in connection with individual research interests
 - Providing constructive peer feedback to others on academic writing and presentations skills
Course assessment (grading 1–5)
 - 80 % attendance in contact teaching 
 - Written assignments on academic writing, e.g. critical review, summary, academic essay
 - Oral academic presentation
Exemption examination (RPL) (grading 1–5)
 - Activities on academic style, language, vocabulary and grammar accuracy
 - Activity on referencing
 - Written academic essay on a topic provided
 - Oral academic presentation, prepared in advance, presented in the examination
As can be seen from the methods and criteria for assessment in table 3.2, the ESP 
exemption examinations for Business and Economics at UEF under investigation 
in this study overall follow a relatively positivist assessment design (Lynch 2003, 
120–121) whereby the tasks completed by each student have been constructed by 
the ESP lecturer/RPL assessor and are subsequently graded quantitatively and the 
overall score or grade represents a measure of the individual’s ability in reference 
to the criteria and learning outcomes set for that particular ESP course. The ESP 
exemption examinations for Business and Economics can further be defined as 
primarily criterion-referenced (Bachman 1990, 8; Bowden & Marton 1998, 162; Cohen 
1994, 26; Douglas 2000, 15) whereby the examinations entail items connected to the 
learning outcomes, all the items and activities are the same for all students and the 
performances are scored against a set rubric of grading since a scale of proficiency 
(from 1, the lowest, to 5, the highest) is applied to the assessment, a feature common 
in the assessment of ESP skills (Hutchinson & Waters 1987, 149–150). Within the 
RPL assessment context as outlined by e.g. Stenlund (2011, 10), the ESP exemption 
examinations can also be summarised as evidence-based RPL assessment, for the 
purpose of qualification or accreditation through the convergent or credit exchange 
model of assessment, by using authentic performance or proficiency tests, knowledge 
tests and examinations. It should be noted that as this research is connected to applied 
education, the examination tasks and assessment are not dissected in this context 
with as much vigour or theoretical backing as they would be in the field of applied 
linguistics, yet more specifics about the exemption examination assessment will be 
discussed in subsection 3.5.2.
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All students of Business and Economics at UEF are provided information about 
RPL and the RPL option for their ESP courses from several sources, including:
 - UEF’s main RPL information (in print and online4) and the UEF student 
guide5;
 - UEF Faculty of Social Sciences and Business Studies study guide (in print 
and online6); 
 - UEF Business School website7 and the Business School’s academic advisors 
and designated RPL personnel;
 - UEF Language Centre’s RPL webpages8, information sessions for first-year 
students and guidance provided by RPL advisors and assessors, and 
 - ESP course descriptions, in print in the faculty study guide and online in 
the UEF study register WebOodi9. 
On the UEF Business School campuses of Joensuu and Kuopio, the academic advisors 
(amanuenssit in Finnish) who work within the Business School administration and/or 
study office, are primarily in charge of the students’ RPL guidance in the first year, 
including supervising the PSPs and discussing with the students their relevant prior 
learning for their Business and Economics studies. Because the UEF Language Centre 
is in charge of the teaching, assessment and recognition of ESP studies included in all 
degrees at UEF, the UEF Business School academic advisors guide any students with 
relevant prior non-formal and informal learning of ESP to the UEF Language Centre 
for more information and guidance (Karhapää, personal communication on December 
2, 2013; Piel, personal communication on November 7, 2013). 
The overall RPL process for non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the UEF 
Language Centre is constructed so that equal and fair treatment of the students and 
absence of bias are actively sought, whereby all potential RPL participants have equal 
access to information about the process, equal opportunity to prepare and comparable 
opportunities to demonstrate their ability which is assessed in equivalent and 
appropriate conditions. To evaluate the ESP exemption examinations for Business 
and Economics at the UEF Language Centre as a form of RPL assessment for non-
formal and informal learning within the European HE context, table 3.3 details the 
seven practical features set by Cedefop (2009, 81–83) for the validation of non-formal 
and informal learning in the so-called orientation phase prior to the RPL assessment 
and the subsequent practices in place at the UEF Language Centre.
4  http://www.uef.fi/en/studies/recognition-of-prior-learning
5  http://www.uef.fi/fi/opiskelu/uudelle-opiskelijalle (in Finnish only)
6  http://www2.uef.fi/fi/yhka (in Finnish only)
7  http://www2.uef.fi/en/kauppatieteet
8  http://www.uef.fi/en/web/kielikeskus/-ahot-en
9  https://weboodi.uef.fi/weboodi/
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Table 3.4. The orientation phase features for the validation of non-formal and informal 
learning by Cedefop (2009, 81–83) and the procedures for the ESP exemption examinations at 
the UEF Language Centre
Orientation phase The ESP exemption examination procedures at the UEF Language Centre
Information Information about the examinations is available to all students in print, online and in 
person from various sources at the university and the language centre, also explicit 
mentions of the RPL option in course descriptions.
Guidance and   
counselling
Primary guidance on RPL is provided by the university and the UEF Business School, 
the UEF Language Centre offers guidance during the in 1st year orientation, in person, 
by appointment and online.
Privacy and 
confidentiality
Each applicant’s and attendee’s privacy is respected throughout the RPL process, as 
with all study processes at the university.
Personal approach Access to RPL personnel (i.e. RPL advisor and RPL assessors) and personal guidance are 
available throughout the process.
User-friendly Efforts have been made to ensure the process is user-friendly (e.g. easy and flexible 
access to information) to promote student self-confidence and motivation.
Listening Instead of only focusing on providing information, a listening and communicative 
culture is evident throughout the RPL orientation phase at the UEF Language Centre. 
Fairness The UEF Language Centre strives in all its activities and functions to ensure the fair 
treatment of all its students, with the RPL process no exception.
3.5.1 Process of the ESP exemption examinations for Business and 
Economics
The RPL process for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the 
UEF Language Centre follows the RPL recommendations provided by the Council of 
the European Union (2012, 3; see also subsection 3.1.1) and the RPL process for non-
formal and informal learning at UEF (University of Eastern Finland 2014c; see also 
section 3.2). The four-stage process at the UEF Language Centre (2010) is as follows:
1. Self-assessment of non-formally and informally acquired ESP learning 
in connection with course-specific learning outcomes and self-assessment 
questions, often with additional guidance; 
2. Application/registration for the RPL process; 
3. Demonstration of prior learning with a course-specific ESP exemption 
examination; and
4. Assessment and recognition, with certification/accreditation or referral to 
the course.
While all Business and Economics students at UEF are entitled to register for the ESP 
exemption examinations, they are explicitly instructed to do so only after seeking 
relevant guidance and evaluating their prior ESP learning in connection with the 
course-specific learning outcomes using the examination-specific self-assessment 
questions available at the UEF Language Centre RPL webpages10. Based on lifelong 
10  http://www.uef.fi/fi/web/kielikeskus/ahot-kokeet
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learning principles, Finnish universities in general place strong emphasis on students’ 
self-assessment skills when planning studies, completing the PSP or considering RPL 
possibilities (Ansela, Haapaniemi & Pirttimäki 2005, 33). Self-assessment is also at the 
centre of RPL for a student so the UEF Language Centre emphasises the role of self-
assessment in the recognition of non-formal and informal learning to promote student 
autonomy, independence in learning and self-regulation and to encourage students to 
reflect on and take responsibility for their prior learning (cf. Boud 1995, 17–18). The self-
assessment questions therefore allow students to reflect on the level and functionality of 
their ESP skills through a comparison of the course description and learning outcomes, 
their own prior experiences of ESP, EBP and EAP and their own perceptions of ability 
within ESP. The UEF Language Centre places trust in the students at also because 
studies have also shown that students’ self-assessment of their language skills often 
positively correlates with the teacher’s assessment or with test scores, particularly in 
the HE context (Brantmeier, Vanderplank & Strube 2012; Everhard 2015a, 136). 
Based on the self-assessment and the additional information and guidance 
provided by the UEF Language Centre academic advisors, RPL advisors and/or the 
RPL assessors (i.e. ESP lecturers), students of Business and Economics can sign up 
for the ESP exemption examinations using the UEF student register WebOodi. After 
the registration closes, typically 14 days before the examination day, the registered 
students are sent more specific information and instructions via e-mail about the 
examination proceedings for the set day as the planning and exact scheduling of 
each day are dependent on the number of students attending each examination. The 
importance of providing clear instructions about the examinations relates to both the 
transparency principles of RPL (Cedefop 2009, 81–83) and also to what Dudley-Evans 
and St John (1998, 221) view as the “tremendous responsibility” of ESP teachers to 
their students to ensure ESP tests are not confusing but instead as clearly explained 
as possible. Challis (1993, 72) also maintains that any process for proficiency tests in 
RPL should be non-threatening and supportive, while Lynch (2003, 158) emphasises 
the importance of constant communication between the teacher-assessor and the 
student-assessees prior, during and after any assessment. Therefore, the purpose of 
the course descriptions, explicit learning outcomes, self-assessment questions and the 
detailed email instructions sent to the students is to ensure the transparency of the 
process and of the student involvement, elements which Stenlund (2010, 793) views 
as integral to the validity of any RPL process. 
3.5.2 Assessment of the ESP exemption examinations for Business and 
Economics
While each of the three ESP courses for students of Business and Economics at UEF has 
its own exemption examination, all three are organised on the same day for practical 
reasons: some activity types in the different examinations may be similar, the day 
ensures field-specific audience members for the students’ presentations and thus far the 
numbers of attendees have been reasonable and accommodated without difficulty within 
one day lasting typically from 9 am to 4 pm. The scheduling however effectively means 
a student cannot attend more than one course-specific ESP exemption examination 
on the day as each examination entails a variety of written and oral activities, the 
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completion of which with all the participants and all the activities can take up to the 
time allocated for the examination (Tuomainen 2014, 32–33). 
While each examination consists of various written and oral components, they 
are of the same variety of exercises, activities and methods as in the corresponding 
classroom teaching or formal learning course, as illustrated previously in table 3.2. 
Since Bachman and Palmer (2010, 28) have argued that overall there is very little 
difference between tasks for language teaching and language assessment, this 
has encouraged the use of similar tasks in the ESP exemption examinations as in 
the formal learning courses. The use of several different methods and activities 
is supported by the concern over the so-called ‘method effect’ in language testing 
(Bachman 1991, 688), whereby the results of testing can vary due to some learners 
being more familiar or comfortable with some tasks than others since background 
knowledge of the field and the individual’s ability to perform in a given task have been 
cited as potential influences in language testing (Bachmann 1990, 271–275; O’Sullivan 
2006, 4). Therefore preference in the ESP exemption examinations for Business and 
Economics is given to multi-task, multi-method assessment to avoid any unwittingly 
unfair bias, and the authenticity of the materials and the activities is also pursued 
with an up-to-date exploration of literature concerning ESP, EBP and EAP in relation 
to each course’s expressed learning outcomes (Tuomainen 2014, 32–33).
The ESP exemption examinations as a form of language assessment also adhere 
to the ethical considerations of testing and assessment of individuals. As some 
educational and linguistic researchers argue, the assessment of learning cannot be a 
neutral technique in measuring performance because how learning is assessed often 
determines what learning is regarded as important or relevant (Jarvis, Holford & 
Griffin 2003, 158; Lynch 2003, 21). Similarly McNamara and Roever (2006, 8, 12–13) 
view language testing as a social practice with elements of power so that what is 
measured and valued as worth measuring reflect the values that emanate from social 
and cultural origins. This premise places great responsibility with the ESP lecturers/
RPL assessors from both the language assessment and RPL assessment perspectives to 
ensure the fairness and transparency of the assessment so that every RPL participant 
receives the same treatment during the assessment process, from the administrative 
elements of signing up and being informed to the analysis and feedback regarding the 
results (Lynch 2003, 159). Therefore fairness is also connected to the power aspect of 
assessment as fairness (or unfairness) implies relations of power.
The reliability of the assessment with the ESP exemption examinations as a form 
of language assessment is also consciously sought through the consistency of the 
examination and assessment measures across different times and active attempts to 
identify and minimise potential sources of measurement errors (cf. Bachman 1990, 24). 
As the ESP exemption examination are a form of human interaction, the ESP lecturer/
RPL assessor’s assessment faces the risk of being influenced by human non-language 
factors such as conflicts between teaching or assessment philosophy, relationship 
between institutional agendas and assessment practices or even personality conflicts 
(Lynch 2003, 19–20) so to increase the reliability of the assessment, the RPL assessor 
must attempt to minimise these factors to the best of his/her ability (Bachman 1990, 
163–166). 
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The supervision and assessment of all activities and the overall performance 
assessment of the students in the ESP exemption examinations for Business and 
Economics is typically conducted on each UEF campus by the designated ESP 
lecturers/RPL assessors. Similarly to most ESP teachers in Finnish university 
language centres, the ESP lecturers/RPL assessors at the UEF Language Centre, 
including myself, are not native speakers of English, enforcing a validity question of 
non-native speakers assessing ESP proficiency (Sandberg, personal communication 
on May 7, 2014). However, since non-native speakers of English “clearly outnumber 
native speaker operators in the business world” (Louhiala-Salminen & Charles 2008, 
32) and that in business in particular, communication in English primarily transpires 
between non-native speakers rather than between native speakers (Charles 2007, 
262), it is arguably suitable that non-native speakers of English are assessed by expert 
non-native assessors with relevant and comprehensive experience in the teaching 
and assessment of ESP/EBP/EAP. These campus-specific ESP lecturers, again myself 
included, do have long histories of teaching and assessing ESP/EBP/EAP, and they 
also teach the corresponding formal learning ESP courses for students of Business and 
Economics at UEF. This practice also follows the RPL recommendations in the EHEA 
whereby the same person who assesses the equivalent formal learning would also be 
in charge of the RPL assessment (Vau 2012, 17). Additionally it could be argued that 
one experienced ESP lecturer/RPL assessor assessing and grading the examinations 
provides the RPL process so-called systematic intra-rater reliability (Fischer, 
Chouissa, Dugovicˇovà, & Virkkunen-Fullenwider 2011, 65; Noijons, Bérešová, Breton 
& Szabó 2011, 90). If several assessors for RPL were used, the potential for differences 
between the assessors when evaluating a wide range of performances could, according 
to Stenlund (2011, 15–16), create issues with the validity of the assessment.
Any students who successfully pass all the components of the ESP exemption 
examination are provided feedback on their performance and are accredited the 
same number of ECTS credits with numerical grading 1–5 as students completing the 
equivalent formal learning course. Students who fail to pass are also provided feedback 
and instructed to attend the ESP course to further develop their skills. Students at 
UEF are thus allowed to attend each course-specific ESP exemption examination once 
only, as per common practice for RPL for non-formal and informal learning in many 
Finnish university language centres (Anttila et al. 2014, 3–7). Whether pass or fail, all 
students are provided feedback on their performance and how the overall assessment 
and grading were accumulated. After all, an important part of RPL is the manner in 
which the results of the RPL process are reported to the participants and since the 
level and amount of feedback provided can be said to influence how students view the 
RPL process (Stenlund 2010, 793). 
The completed ESP exemption examination for Business and Economics appears 
in the student’s study register at UEF as the ESP course name, number of ECTS credits 
and the grade, same as with students who have completed the formal learning course. 
The only difference is the code used for the study register, which enables the statistical 
analysis of credits accumulated from non-formal and informal learning at UEF, on the 
language centre level and the university level. Werquin (2010, 81) has urged European 
HEIs to record credits or qualifications obtained through RPL for non-formal and 
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informal learning in the same manner as for the equivalent formal learning to ensure 
non-discrimination and equity in RPL, i.e. no specific indication should be made about 
the recognition of skills through an exemption or validation process as there are 
also no distinguishing measures in formal learning for credits awarded with either 
examinations, continuous assessment or other assessment methods.
To again evaluate the ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics at 
the UEF Language Centre as a form of RPL assessment for non-formal and informal 
learning, table 3.4 details the nine practical features set by Cedefop (2009, 81–83) for 
the assessment phase for the validation of non-formal and informal learning and the 
practices in place at the UEF Language Centre for the ESP exemption examination 
under scrutiny in this study.
Table 3.5. The assessment phase features for the validation of non-formal and informal 
learning by Cedefop (2009, 81–83) and the procedures for the ESP exemption examinations at 
the UEF Language Centre
Assessment phase The ESP exemption examination procedures at the UEF Language Centre 
Standards / referential Assessment instruments include clear criteria (course description, self-assessment 
questions and proficiency levels) to enable students to make judgements about the 
validity and sufficiency of their prior learning.  
Qualified assessor The assessor of the ESP exemption examinations has extensive experience of 
teaching and assessment of ESP skills, has created the examination tasks, and also 
has knowledge and experience of the RPL principles, assessment standards and 
criteria.
Assessment methods A range of methods is utilised in each ESP exemption examination to ensure valid 
and reliable outcomes of the assessment.
Self-assessment Each candidate is instructed to self-assess his/her skills and knowledge against 
the set learning outcomes and assessment criteria and also with the explicit 
examination-specific self-assessment questions.
Further orientation Further orientation may result from the assessment process if the student does not 
pass the exemption examination whereby the student is instructed to attend the 
ESP course.
Transparency Assessment instruments, their structure and use are described to the students in 
detail prior to the examination day to ensure transparency.
Authenticity The exemption examination tasks and activities are based on an ESP needs analysis 
to ensure the activities provide as true a reflection as possible of the non-formal and 
informal learning and their context.
Stakeholder involvement Stakeholders such as the UEF Language Centre, other ESP lecturers and the 
university as a whole are involved in the outlining of the general principles of RPL.
Implementation of the 
assessment instruments
The conditions of the assessment are in favour of a reliable process, with clear in-
structions and documentation and an assessment environment free of distractions.
Assessment criteria Each examination has explicit assessment criteria tailored for specific use in the as-
sessment (see appendix 3 of this study).
Communication Students are informed about the assessment time, place and procedure in detail, 
with consistent and equal communication prior, during and after the assessment. 
Appeal procedure The UEF Language Centre RPL process details the possibility for an appeal proce-
dure for each student who wishes to have his/her assessment re-evaluated, either 
with a failed performance or if questioning the grading of the RPL evaluation (when 
applicable).
44
4 Research Questions and 
Research Design
The research paradigm, methods and approach in this study are all related to the study 
of student perceptions regarding non-formal and informal learning of ESP, RPL and the 
RPL process used at the UEF Language Centre, the ESP exemption examinations for 
Business and Economics. To capture the variety of the students’ views and conceptions, 
this study utilised a mixed methods research design as a multi-method approach 
combining both quantitative and qualitative methods can increase the accuracy of 
the data and provide a more comprehensive picture of the phenomenon under study 
(Denscombe 2008, 272). The ultimate purpose of a mixed methods study such as 
this one is to generate quality inferences, or conclusions, which are the researcher’s 
construction of the connections between the study subjects, events and variables in 
the study, and the construction of the study participants’ perceptions and experiences 
and their connections in a coherent and systematic manner (Tashakkori & Teddlie 
2008, 104). In this study a phenomenographic approach was applied to the qualitative 
data collection and analysis to comprehensively gauge the student perceptions and to 
enhance the interpretive validity of the study and the transferability of the generated 
inferences through accurately portraying the participants’ viewpoints, thoughts, 
intentions and experiences (Johnson & Christensen 2012, 265). 
The research questions for this study were therefore generated from the targets 
and aims of the research in accordance with mixed methods and phenomenographic 
research principles (Creswell 2014, 148–149; Marton 1994, 4425; Tashakkori & Creswell 
2007a, 207), and are as follows:
1. How do university students of Business and Economics perceive non-formal 
and informal learning as part of their ESP proficiency and lifelong learning 
of languages?
2. How do university students of Business and Economics perceive RPL in 
connection with demonstrating non-formal and informal learning of ESP?
3. How do university students of Business and Economics perceive the RPL 
process and the ESP exemption examinations used at the University of Eastern 
Finland Language Centre?
4.1 M I X E D M E T H O D S R E S E A R C H
As the main research methodology for this study, mixed methods research combines 
the use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods in one study and can 
be seen as an opportunity to versify data collection and analysis, integrate results 
and develop in-depth interpretation of the phenomena (Brannen 1992, 11–12; Bryman 
2008, 262–263; Creswell & Plano Clark 2011, 8–11; Tashakkori & Creswell 2007b, 4). 
Mixed methodology also allows for the integration of methods and processes within 
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different phases of a study and with evidence presented in various forms (Creswell 
& Plano Clark 2011, 12; Lieber & Weisner 2010, 563; Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998, 19), 
such as in this study.
While mixed methods remains a relatively novel area of research methodology, 
its roots are embedded in social and behavioural sciences research (e.g. Campbell 
and Fiske 1959), with Denzin (1970, 237–244) in the 1970s introducing mixing as a 
form of triangulation, related to either data, investigators, theory or methodology, 
including within-method and between-method triangulation. The manner in which 
mixed methods is typically viewed today, i.e. the use of quantitative and qualitative 
methods within a single study, emerged in the 1990s as a reaction to the polarisation 
of quantitative and qualitative paradigms (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011, 26–27; 
Tashakkori & Teddlie 2010, 804). 
Mixed methods research designs are also typically connected to the pragmatist 
paradigm where the collection of both numerical and textual research data is used 
to search for workable solutions to provide improvements to the world (Griffin & 
Museus 2011, 20; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson 2006, 54; Punch 2009, 291). As this study 
examines the recognition process for non-formal and informal learning of ESP at 
the UEF Language Centre through practitioner research on student perceptions, the 
paradigm is inherently pragmatist in recognising the existence of both the natural 
world and the social/psychological world so that knowledge is both constructed 
and based on the reality of the world we live in and experience (Cohen, Manion 
& Morrison 2011, 32; Johnson & Christensen 2012, 431). Therefore, instead of the 
singular worldviews of positivism or constructivism represented by quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies, pragmatism subscribes to the pluralistic approach where 
the research goals are problem-centred and oriented in real-world practice and 
researchers are free to choose the methods that best meet their needs and purposes 
for examining the phenomenon (Creswell 2014, 10–11). As a consequence, the values 
of the researcher drive the pragmatist approach, i.e. researching what is considered 
important and choosing a topic connected to those values as part of practitioner 
and insider research (Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998, 27). The nature of pragmatism in 
relation to mixed methods research and this study is further summarised in table 4.1.
Table 4.1. Pragmatism as a research paradigm in mixed methods research (Creswell & Plano 
Clark 2011, 42; Tashakkori & Teddlie 1998, 23)
Pragmatism Ontology Acceptance of external reality; singular and multiple realities
Epistemology Practicality; both objective and subjective points of view
Axiology Multiple value stances; values significant in interpreting results
Methodology Combining quantitative and qualitative methods
Logic Deductive and inductive
Rhetoric Formal and informal
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4. 2 R E S E A R C H D E S I G N
The mixed methods research design for this study began as a single-phase convergent 
parallel design of QUAN + QUAL (Creswell 2014, 15; Creswell & Plano Clark 2011, 
70–71; Teddlie & Tashakkori 2009, 341) with the quantitative questionnaire strand and 
the qualitative interview strand executed relatively simultaneously in the four pre-
determined data collection points, i.e. the four ESP exemption examination days and 
subsequent interviews during the years 2013 and 2014. However, during the QUAN + 
QUAL data collection themes emerged from the interview data that warranted another 
phase of data collection from a larger and related target group, hence the sequential → 
quan phase to supplement the data. As a result, the overall mixed methods research 
design of this study is a [QUAN + QUAL → quan] sequential mixed design. 
In mixed methods literature sequential designs have been divided into explanatory 
and exploratory designs with the former following a QUAN → qual design, and the 
latter the opposite QUAL → quan design (Creswell 2014, 16; Creswell & Plano Clark 
2011, 81–90). However, as the initial stage of this study was QUAN + QUAL with equal 
emphasis on both quantitative and qualitative data and their mixed analysis, the 
overall research design of this study cannot be described as a fully exploratory design 
despite the sequential strand of → quan. Therefore the research design is instead 
a combination of a fixed and an emergent mixed method design, with the research 
design already originally mixed methods, but with the sequential phase added due to 
issues developed and questions raised during the research process (Creswell & Plano 
Clark 2011, 54–55). 
This combination is referred to by Greene, Caracelli and Graham (1989, 259) as 
complementarity and by Bryman (2006, 106; 2012, 637) as completeness, i.e. the use 
of both quantitative and qualitative methods seeks to elaborate and clarify the results 
by presenting a more comprehensive account of the results when both methods are 
employed. Mixed methods research designs are indeed often used for the purposes 
of complementarity or compensation of the two strands to reach a level of diversity 
or completeness of the studied phenomenon, or a new line of enquiry rising from 
existing inferences, leading to additional developmental, expansive or confirmatory 
strands to supplement the study (Tashakkori & Teddlie 2008, 103), as transpired in 
this study during the data collection.
Ultimately, then, the mixed methods notation for this study is [QUAN + QUAL → 
quan = complete understanding] (Creswell 2014, 229; Creswell & Plano Clark 2011, 
109). Figure 4.1 illustrates the research design in a visual form, adapted from Creswell 
and Plano Clark (2011, 118) and Morse (2010, 342).
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Figure 4.1. Sequential [QUAN + QUAL → quan] research design for this study
As the research design illustrates, in addition to the quantitative questionnaire data 
and the qualitative interview data from students in the RPL process who participated 
in the ESP exemption examinations in the years 2013 and 2014, the data includes the 
quantitative electronic survey responses from students of Business and Economics 
at UEF who had not attended any RPL process for their non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP. The combination of the various quantitative and qualitative methods 
as a sequential mixed methods research design is therefore intended to further the 
interpretation of the data, explicate the results more fully and enable the versatile 
processing of the data and an in-depth exploration of the phenomena. 
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4. 3 PH E N O M E N O G R A PH Y A S T H E Q UA L I TAT I V E A PPR OAC H
The qualitative methods and components of this mixed methods study are further 
characterised by a phenomenographic approach to the qualitative data collection and 
analysis. Phenomenography is a research approach which seeks to discover the ways 
individuals, particularly in an educational setting, experience and perceive various 
elements and phenomena around them in an effort to better understand learning, 
teaching and other human activity through being faithful to the conceptions of 
individuals (Marton 2000, 104; 2015, 106; Marton & Booth 1997, 124; Sandberg 1996, 130). 
As a more pragmatist relative of phenomenology, the philosophical and theoretical 
qualitative paradigm for the study of the structures of experience and consciousness 
(Heidegger 1993), phenomenography is instead an empirical approach primarily used 
to study students’ experiences of learning to understand the variation and to explore 
the meaning of the variation in learning. Phenomenography has been defined by one of 
its main developers, Swedish educational psychologist Ference Marton (1939–) as “the 
empirical study of the limited number of qualitatively different ways in which various 
phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around us are experienced, conceptualised, 
understood, perceived and apprehended” (Marton 1994, 4425). 
The most common data collection method in purely qualitative phenomenographic 
research, and also utilised for qualitative data in this mixed methods study, is 
individual interviews (Larsson & Holmström 2007, 56), as a result of which a researcher 
can produce a limited number of categories of description, each of which describes a 
distinct yet hierarchically related collective conception deduced from the interview 
transcripts (Sandberg 1996, 130; Säljö 1996, 25). The categories are comprised of the 
groupings of descriptions and their relationships, generating a hierarchical structure 
of increasingly complex layers of individual experiences, i.e. the outcome space 
(Marton & Booth 1997, 125; Svensson 1997, 168). Therefore in this study as a result of 
the interviews with a phenomenographic approach, and additionally the electronic 
survey open-ended answers, categories of description were deduced in relation to 
non-formal and informal learning, RPL and the RPL process for ESP at the UEF 
Language Centre.
While phenomenographic research has been conducted on a variety of HE subjects 
and approaches to learning, phenomenography continues to be a relatively uncommon 
method of research in the HE context despite having been developed and originally 
applied most in HE learning by Marton and his colleagues (Tight 2012, 190). As a 
consequence, little phenomenographic research on RPL exists apart from Andersson 
(2006a) who examined the ways caretakers in Sweden experienced RPL/validation. 
It should also be noted that this present study is not purely phenomenographic as it 
employs also other methods of data collection and analysis, yet Entwistle (1997, 12) 
has emphasised that in HE research phenomenography should not be as concerned 
about theoretical purity as about producing valuable insights into teaching and 
learning, and therefore the use of a phenomenographic approach for the qualitative 
data collection in this mixed methods research on non-formal and informal learning 
and student perceptions on learning and the recognition of prior learning can be 
argued to be relevant.
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5 Materials and Methods
The data collection concurrent with the [QUAN + QUAL → quan] sequential mixed 
methods research design was completed with the following data collection methods:
1. A paper questionnaire (appendix 4), administered to the RPL participants 
of Business and Economics on the four ESP exemption examination days in 
2013 and 2014;
2. Individual interviews (interview framework in appendix 6), attended in 2013 
and 2014 by those RPL participants of Business and Economics who consented 
to the interview with the informed consent form (appendix 5); and
3. In the sequential phase, an electronic survey (appendix 7), sent as an online 
link in October 2014 to the Bachelor’s and Master’s students of Business and 
Economics at UEF who had not participated in ESP exemption examinations 
during the data collection period.
5.1 S U B J E C T S E L E C T I O N
Since this study focused on students’ perceptions within a single study programme in 
one university in Finland, I selected students of Business and Economics at UEF as the 
subjects because of my own extensive experience of teaching ESP/EBP/EAP courses 
for Business and Economics students at UEF and also assessing their prior learning in 
the ESP exemption examinations since 2011 (and earlier in other methods). Students 
of Business and Economics at UEF also have three ESP courses totalling 10 ECTS 
credits as part of their Bachelor’s degrees compared to many other study programmes 
at UEF with only two courses totalling 3–4 ECTS credits. Students of Business and 
Economics also had a history of attending the ESP exemption examinations at the UEF 
Language Centre more prolifically than students in many other study programmes, 
making them arguably an ideal group of subjects and participants for this study.
To examine perceptions of non-formal and informal learning and RPL within 
this group of participants, purposeful non-random sampling was used at all stages 
of the data collection which is the most common combination of sampling schemes 
in mixed methods designs for both the quantitative and qualitative components. In 
purposeful non-random sampling the researcher intentionally selects individuals, 
groups and settings that can provide the necessary information on the key 
concepts or the central phenomena of the study (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011, 173; 
Onwuegbuzie & Johnson 2007, 287). This is reflected in this study by the selection of 
the RPL participants of Business and Economics for their perceptions on RPL and 
non-formal and informal learning of ESP, and later the non-participant students of 
Business and Economics for a comparison group. The sampling scheme for this study 
can also be referred to as a critical case sampling scheme, again common in mixed 
methods, which refers to the “selection of settings, groups, and/or individuals based 
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on specific characteristics because their inclusion provides compelling insight about 
a phenomenon” (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson 2007, 285). Purposeful sampling schemes 
such as these are also commonly used in phenomenography as they place emphasis 
on in-depth understanding and the selection of so-called information-rich cases for 
the variation in the conceptions of the studied phenomenon (Patton 2002, 46). 
 Within the confines of the pre-determined two-year data collection period, 
the sample sizes for the QUAN + QUAL phase of the study were directly tied to the 
numbers of students of Business and Economics at UEF who participated in the ESP 
exemption examinations on the four examination days arranged in 2013 and 2014. 
Of those 30 students in total, 21 participated in the study by completing the paper 
questionnaire (appendix 4) administered during each examination day, providing 
an encouraging 70 % response rate. 13 of those same respondents also consented to 
the interview (interview consent form in appendix 5); two further students originally 
consented to be interviewed but never responded to messages about the interview 
arrangements. The 13 interview participants still represented 43 % of the total number 
of participants in the ESP exemption examinations, and 62 % of those who also filled 
in the questionnaire as there were no students in the interviews who had not already 
completed the questionnaire. On the whole, then, in the initial data collection stage 
the QUAN questionnaire sample was N=21, and the QUAL interview sample N=13. The 
questionnaire respondents are described in more detail in table 5.1 and the interview 
participants in table 5.2.
Table 5.1. Questionnaire respondents (N=21)
Respondents Men Women Mean age and SD Mean year of starting 
studies and SD
N=21 14 (67 %) 7 (33 %) 28 (SD 7.3) 2010 (SD 2.4)
Table 5.2. Interview participants (N=13)
Interview Time Duration Participant Age Year of study
1 January 2013 29 min. Male 38 4th
2 January 2013 35 min. Male 25 5th
3 January 2013 38 min. Female 56 5th
4 January 2013 32 min. Female 28 7th
5 September 2013 26 min. Male 24 4th
6 September 2013 31 min. Male 24 4th
7 September 2013 36 min. Male 26 4th
8 January 2014 50 min. Female 26 1st
9 January 2014 57 min. Male 23 5th
10 January 2014 27 min. Male 23 2nd
11 January 2014 32 min. Male 27 1st
12 September 2014 32 min. Male 29 1st
13 November 2014 28 min. Female 29 6th
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In mixed methods research small samples such as these are not uncommon even 
for the quantitative components as the sample size is tied to the research objective, 
research questions and the research design, such as in this study (Onwuegbuzie & 
Johnson 2007, 288). Similarly in phenomenographic studies, the sample size aims 
at representativeness rather than frequency (Åkerlind 2008, 243), so few precise 
guidelines have been provided about the recommended number of interviews, 
although Dahlgren (1995) has suggested 10 interviews to be sufficient in providing 
the range of variation required, with Trigwell (2000, 66) also citing 10 to 15 interviews 
at a minimum. Bowden (2005, 17), on the other hand, has recommended between 20 
and 30 interviews for a phenomenographic interview study, however, as this study was 
not exclusively a qualitative phenomenographic study, and other methods were also 
utilised in the mixed methods research design, data collection and data analysis, it 
can be argued that the 13 interviews accumulated within the two-year data collection 
period provided a suitable range of variation for the phenomena in the context of this 
study. 
After the conclusion of the QUAN + QUAL data collection phase, in the sequential 
→ quan phase the electronic survey (appendix 7) was sent as an URL link to the e-mail 
addresses of 734 active Business and Economics degree students at UEF under the 
premise that the students had not participated in ESP exemption examinations during 
the data collection period. Although the three ESP courses and subsequent exemption 
examinations at UEF are included in the Business and Economics Bachelor’s degree, 
the electronic survey link was also sent to Master’s level students because of three 
main factors. First, the pilot study (Tuomainen 2014) demonstrated that participants 
in earlier ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics included students 
already attending Master’s level courses, with one student even in the process of 
writing his Master’s thesis. Secondly, in the initial QUAN + QUAL phase for this 
study the interview data indicated that some RPL participants were very advanced in 
their studies, and therefore sampling only Bachelor’s students for the non-participant 
survey would have created a selection bias and a threat to the internal validity of 
the study (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, 184). Finally, as one of the ESP courses, 
English Academic Writing and Presentations for Business and Economics (EAWP, 
3 ECTS) has been a required bridging course for some students entering directly to 
Master’s programmes at the UEF Business School on the Kuopio campus, Master’s 
level students were also potential participants in the exemption examination for 
EAWP and therefore relevant recipients of the electronic survey link. 
The electronic survey produced 113 responses, eight (n=8) of which were omitted 
as those respondents had in fact attended an ESP exemption examination at the UEF 
Language Centre or its predecessors at some point during their studies. While the 
responses of also those students would have been valuable to this study, the purpose 
of the electronic survey was to generate comparable data specifically regarding 
students who had not attended the ESP exemption examinations. Further, five of the 
eight omitted respondents had begun their studies between 2005 and 2008 so their 
experiences with ESP exemption examinations can be argued to have been different 
from the data collection period of 2013 and 2014. After the omission, the responses 
for the electronic survey totalled 105 (N=105), representing an overall response rate 
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of 14.3 %. It should be admitted that as Master’s students of Business and Economics 
presented a marginal interest group for the ESP exemption examinations, the overall 
response rate could have been considerably higher had the Master’s students been 
omitted from the survey link recipients.
Despite the low percentage, the survey sample can still be argued to be a 
representative sample population of non-participant students of Business and 
Economics at UEF as the data of demonstrated variety in the background variables 
such as 56 % male, 44 % female, 35 % from Joensuu, 65 % from Kuopio and ages between 
18 and 64 (mean age 26), which can be seen as indicative of the varied age range 
student population in Finnish universities (Moore 2006, 151; Ministry of Education 
and Culture 2013, 22). Details about the survey respondents are illustrated in table 5.3.
Table 5.3. Electronic survey respondents (N=105)
Respondents Men Women Joensuu 
campus
Kuopio 
campus
Mean age and 
SD
Mean year of 
starting studies 
and SD
N=105 59 (56 %) 46 (44 %) 37 (35 %) 68 (65 %) 26 (SD 7.2) 2011 (SD 2.3)
The survey respondents had begun their studies at UEF, or its predecessors the 
Universities of Joensuu or Kuopio between the years 2003 and 2014, with the mean 
year 2011, and in fact 85 % of the respondents had begun their studies in 2010 or 
later, i.e. at the merged UEF with the current ESP courses, requirements and ESP 
exemption examinations in place, which further emphasises the representativeness 
of the survey respondents in connection with the RPL process at the UEF Language 
Centre. However, it should be noted that since 65 % of the electronic survey 
respondents were from the Kuopio campus of UEF, the sample was skewed towards 
one campus and this was in all likelihood a result of my (the researcher’s) position on 
the Kuopio campus as an ESP lecturer and RPL assessor and thus potentially some 
Kuopio respondents’ increased motivation to participate in a study by a familiar and 
otherwise recognisable lecturer. However, throughout the data collection, including 
the electronic survey, active efforts were made to equally engage students from both 
campuses of the UEF Business School to participate in the study.
5. 2 Q U E S T I O N N A I R E
The 30-item questionnaire (appendix 4) was administered on paper and in person 
to all students who attended the ESP exemption examinations on four separate 
examination days of 16 January 2013, 19 September 2013, 23 January 2014 and 26 
September 2014 simultaneously on both the Joensuu and Kuopio campuses of UEF. 
The questionnaires administered to the students were what Bryman (2012, 232–233) 
refers to as a supervised self-completion questionnaire, i.e. the questionnaires were 
distributed to the participants and the completion was overseen by myself on the 
Kuopio campus and an ESP colleague/RPL assessor on the Joensuu campus. 
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Ethical considerations were adhered to prior, during and after the questionnaire 
data collection. Prior to the administration on the first data collection day, the 
questionnaire had undergone a pre-testing process as part of the pilot study 
(Tuomainen 2014), first with two UEF students from a different study programme 
but with similar RPL experience with an ESP exemption examination completed, and 
also with the former academic advisor of the UEF Language Centre on the Kuopio 
campus, after which minimal changes were made in the questionnaire for this 
research process. Also prior to the first data collection in January 2013, permission 
had been requested and received in writing from the UEF Language Centre director 
to collect data via the questionnaires for the purpose of this research provided that 
all respondents were clearly informed of the voluntary, confidential and anonymous 
nature of their participation, answers and personal information (Elsinen, personal 
communication on August 29, 2012). 
On each data collection day, information about the research was presented to all the 
students of Business and Economics participating in the ESP exemption examinations 
on both campuses verbally and with the cover letter attached to the questionnaire, 
both of which included details about the study, emphasising that participation was 
appreciated but voluntary, and that anyone could withdraw from the study at any 
point without providing a reason. This follows the sentiments of Andersson (2014, 
411) who maintains that participation in any RPL research must remain voluntary 
for RPL candidates also when the research focus is on their perspectives and 
experiences. The cover letter emphasised the confidentiality of the responses and 
the anonymity of the participants, and students attending the examination were 
explicitly told participation or lack thereof would not in any way be connected to the 
day’s examination proceedings or assessment to ensure the reliability of both the ESP 
exemption examinations and the research. 
The questionnaire data collection was concentrated on the four ESP exemption 
examination days as the pre-arranged dates and locations ensured the physical 
presence of the critical case sample group, i.e. students with arguably relevant non-
formal and informal learning experiences of ESP and perceptions about RPL and the 
RPL process. The questionnaire itself was constructed to be easily approachable and 
relatively short with only 30 items to maximise interest in completing the questionnaire 
and minimise so-called respondent fatigue where a respondent becomes tired of 
answering a long set of questions (Bryman 2012, 233). The collection of the data via a 
paper questionnaire with the respondents in one room per campus was also adopted 
as this arrangement has been known to provide relatively high response rates (Valli 
2010, 109), as was also the case in this data collection with the 70 % response rate.
The questionnaire, in addition to the cover letter, consisted of three sections: 
“Background information” on the student background variables (items 1–9); 
“ESP exemption examinations” on the information and guidance related to the 
examinations (items 10–16), and “Non-formal and informal learning” with questions 
about the respondents’ ESP learning environments outside the classroom (items 
17–30). The background information items held variables such as age, gender, year 
of starting studies at UEF, campus, thematic focus of the student’s Business and 
Economics studies, education before the current university studies, potential current 
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employment and job titles during university studies and the student’s own assessment 
of his/her CEFR skill level (A1–C2) in English. The purpose of this information was to 
determine at which stage of their studies students of Business and Economics sought 
the recognition of their non-formally and informally acquired ESP skills, whether 
prior education or current employment played a role in enrolling in the RPL process, 
and how the students assessed their own language skills in connection with the CEFR 
levels and if that self-assessment correlated with the expected skill level of B2 for ESP 
proficiency in Finnish universities.
The second section of the questionnaire included dichotomous yes/no questions, 
multiple-choice questions and open-ended questions about the respondent’s ESP 
exemption examination: which course-specific examination was attended, where 
information had been acquired about the possibility of participating in an ESP 
exemption examination, reasons for taking part in the examination, the perceived 
adequacy of the RPL guidance and information prior to the examination day and 
perceptions of the examination as a method to recognise non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP in the context of university language and communication studies. 
Finally, the third and largest section of the questionnaire included questions about 
the student’s non-formal and informal learning experiences with ESP, again with 
dichotomous yes/no questions, multiple-choice and several open-ended questions to 
allow for specifications by the respondent. Each question regarding various potential 
non-formal and informal learning environments was followed by an open-ended 
follow-up question to allow respondents to describe in their own words the variety 
and experiences of learning acquired outside of formal educational settings.
5. 3 I N T E RV I E WS
Participants for the individual interviews (N=13) (framework in appendix 6) with 
a phenomenographic approach were obtained by distributing an informed consent 
form (appendix 5) together with the paper questionnaire during the ESP exemption 
examinations and subsequently to obtain optimal variation, arranging individual 
interviews with all those who consented to be interviewed. All participants were 
invited with the informed consent form to ensure the ethical implementation of the 
interview data and the participants’ right to self-determination (Cohen, Manion & 
Morrison 2011, 77–78; Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2011, 64; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, 70–71; 
Sieber & Tolich 2013, 115). The form included details about the study, emphasising 
that participation in the interviews was voluntary and confidential, and that anyone 
could also withdraw from the interview at any point without providing a reason. The 
form also included options for the location of the interview, either face-to-face on the 
Joensuu or Kuopio campus of UEF, or via videoconferencing software on a computer. 
All 13 participants wished for the interviews to be conducted in person on their 
own campus but one interview was later rearranged for a videoconference upon the 
student’s request after scheduling issues. All interviews were conducted as close to 
the student’s attended ESP exemption examination as possible, with each interview 
date, time and location arranged specifically to ensure the convenience of attendance 
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and with locations as central and easily accessible as possible (Creswell 2012, 221; 
King & Horrocks 2010, 42–44; Warren & Karner 2005, 132). 
Each interview process followed the general principles for phenomenographic 
interviews as described by Ashworth and Lucas (2000, 302-303), Bowden (2000, 8; 2005, 
18) and Marton (1994, 4427), including minimal use of specific questions prepared in 
advance, engaging in empathic listening, and the use neutral, open-ended questions 
as prompts to elicit more responses and to allow the participant to elaborate and 
clarify his/her reflection on the phenomena under discussion. After all, interviews 
without a strict structure have been argued to allow researchers to develop in-depth 
accounts of the perceptions, experiences and attitudes of individuals (Cousin 2009, 71). 
However, some phenomenographic researchers have adopted a more structured use of 
questions in their interviews, with e.g. Brew (2001, 275) describing “all the interviews 
consisted of nine questions”, which highlights the varied nature of phenomenographic 
research practices. In this study’s interviews, however, there were no set questions 
but only diagnostic questions to entice the full description of the phenomena of non-
formal and informal learning and RPL as narrated by the interviewees and prompts 
to encourage reflection on the issues. Active attempts were also made during each 
interview to maintain a neutral, unprejudiced and unbiased approach while ensuring 
a good rapport with each interviewee, often considered essential to the success of 
research interviews (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, 422; Cousin 2009, 76; King & 
Horrocks 2010, 48; Loosveldt 2008, 215). 
All the interviews were conducted in Finnish, audiotaped and then transcribed 
verbatim in Finnish to capture the participants’ reflection and to ensure the accuracy 
of the data for subsequent analysis (Collier-Reed & Ingerman 2013, 251; Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2009, 179-179; Åkerlind 2012, 117). The transcript lengths ranged from 
6 pages to 19 pages. The interview transcripts were later translated into English by 
myself, the researcher, with specific attention paid to maintaining the linguistic style 
and register of the discourse as closely to the original Finnish vernacular as possible. 
The interview data were not subjected to any analysis until all the interviews were 
completed as in phenomenography no data analysis should be conducted before all 
the interviews within the study have been carried out to ensure none of the later 
interviews are tainted or altered, consciously or unconsciously, as a result of analysis 
or processing of earlier interviews (Bowden 2005, 19–20). 
5.4 E L E C T R O N I C S U RV E Y
As mentioned in the research design description in chapter 4, the demand for the 
electronic survey (appendix 7) arose from the qualitative interview process. One of 
the issues discussed in the interviews concerned the examination as the method for 
demonstrating prior learning of ESP, leading some interviewees to speculate that the 
examination may have been a threshold for some students, i.e. it was perceived by proxy 
to be potentially intimidating and a contributing factor in not seeking the recognition 
of non-formal and informal learning of ESP. This speculation resulted in the need to 
discover in more detail why some students with possibly relevant learning had not taken 
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part in ESP exemption examinations and if the examination as the method played a role 
in that decision. To investigate, an electronic online survey was considered the most 
suitable method of data collection because of its potential to quickly reach the target 
population and gather extensive data in a cost-effective manner (Andrews, Nonnecke & 
Preece 2003, 186; Evans & Mathur 2005, 196–198; Sax, Gilmartin & Bryant 2003, 409–410; 
Van Selm & Jankowski 2006, 437–438). The survey was designed and implemented after 
the initial data collection phase of QUAN + QUAL was concluded.
The contact information (names and e-mail addresses) of the survey recipients was 
obtained from the UEF student information system Oodi with a Student Information 
Disclosure Request form11 in September 2014, with information submitted about the 
study and compliance to adhere to the Personal Data Act (523/1999) of Finland to 
ensure the confidentiality and safe-keeping of the data, its use exclusively for this 
study and subsequent deletion after the completion of the study. 735 active e-mail 
addresses of Bachelor’s and Master’s degree students of Business and Economics at 
UEF were obtained and the survey was created using E-lomake12, an online survey 
tool widely adopted by Finnish HEIs. The 17–item survey was designed to be as 
easily accessible and time-efficient as possible, with a structure similar to the paper 
questionnaire used in the initial QUAN phase of the study to allow for effective data 
comparisons. To encourage responses, an incentive was included in the form of a 
cinema ticket lottery since incentives have been argued to increase the response rate 
in online surveys (Andrews, Nonnecke & Preece 2003, 191; Bryman 2012, 236; Cohen, 
Manion & Morrison 2011, 406; Porter & Whitcomb 2003, 390). Prior to sending the 
online link and the accompanying e-mail message, the survey was tested by one ESP 
lecturer at the UEF Language Centre and two students of Business and Economics at 
UEF, who did not complete the survey later as their responses may have been biased, 
and minimal changes were made before the survey was made public.
The initial e-mail message with information explaining the study and a link to the 
electronic survey was sent on 7 October 2014, with one e-mail address returned as 
non-existent. The first reminder to non-respondents was sent on 15 October, with at 
the time 60 responses registered by the survey tool. On 21 October, a second reminder 
was sent to non-respondents, with 92 responses at that point having been registered. 
The survey closed on 24 October 2014, with a total of 113 respondents, eight of which 
were omitted on closer inspection as they did not represent the target group by having 
had attended an ESP exemption examination at some point of their studies at UEF 
or its preceding universities. The overall sample was therefore N=105, with a 14.3 % 
overall response rate.
The low response rate can be said to reflect general survey nonresponse which 
has increased in the past decade with the influx of electronic enquiries, particularly 
among HE students (Sax, Gilmartin & Bryant 2003, 411). Online surveys are today less 
likely to achieve response rates as high as surveys administered on paper (Nulty 2008, 
302), which also transpired in this study. However, active measures had been taken 
to reach a higher response rate based on functions mentioned in survey literature (cf. 
11  https://www.uef.fi/en/studies/disclosure-of-information-from-the-student-register
12  https://elomake.uef.fi/
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Evans & Mathur 2005, 211; Kaplowitz, Hadlock & Levine 2004, 94; Nulty 2008, 303–305) 
so that the initial e-mail message with a direct link to the survey was personalised 
to Business and Economics students at UEF, as were the two reminder e-mails to 
non-respondents, and that the reminders were limited to two to avoid irritating the 
survey population. The incentive in the form of a cinema ticket lottery, equally divided 
between students of the two UEF Business School campuses, was also an attempt 
to entice students to respond, as was also the involvement of other academics, i.e. 
encouraging other ESP and LSP lecturers at the UEF Language Centre teaching 
Business and Economics students at the time of the survey to mention the survey and 
encourage participation. 
5. 5 DATA A N A LYS I S
The quantitative data provided by the QUAN questionnaire and the → quan electronic 
survey were processed with percentages, frequencies, means and standard deviation 
with the help of Microsoft Excel 2014 spreadsheet software while descriptive statistics, 
including crosstabulation and correlations, and inferential statistics including t-tests 
were processed with the IBM SPSS Statistics software, version 21. The relatively small 
sample sizes, however, prevented the use of more sophisticated statistical analyses for 
the quantitative data such as regression analysis or factor analysis.
The open-ended qualitative data from the questionnaires and electronic survey 
responses were analysed using the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti, 
version 6.2, with topic coding with tags and labels within the data (Punch 2009, 176; 
Richards 2005, 87–88) and followed by axial coding (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011, 
561–562). This allowed for a more advanced segmentation of the codes into larger 
categories for themes and patterns related to attending or not attending the exemption 
examination, suggestions for improving the exemption examination information, 
guidance and process, the non-formal and informal learning environments for ESP 
itemised by the RPL participants and the overall attitudes towards the concept of RPL 
as part of ESP studies at UEF.
The QUAL interview transcript data in Finnish were analysed manually according 
to the guidelines for phenomenographic interview data analysis as described by 
Andersson (2006a), Marton (1994), Marton and Booth (1997) and Åkerlind (2008), so 
that the interviews were transcribed using the Microsoft Word 2014 word processing 
software, then printed on paper and analysed repeatedly with the research questions 
to identify utterances and quotes that related to the conceptions and perceptions about 
non-formal and informal learning and RPL. Through the repeated readings in search 
of similarities and differences, structural relationships between conceptions began 
to emerge, and through revisiting the transcripts the emerging themes underwent 
a process of confirmation, contradiction and refinement to ultimately result in the 
categories of description as the outcome space. The transcripts were only then 
translated to English to avoid analysing the translated data instead of the original.
Mixing in this mixed methods study occurred both during the data collection 
and the data analysis as all data from the QUAN + QUAL and → quan strands were 
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ultimately analysed together and the three sets of data were merged through a 
combined analysis visible in the upcoming results and discussion chapter of this 
study. The processing and analysis of all the data were also approached throughout 
the study with conscious minimisation of researcher subjectivity and bias (Creswell 
2014, 190–193; Johnson & Christensen 2012, 264–265). The phases, procedures and 
products of data collection and analysis for this mixed methods research are itemised 
below in table 5.4.
Table 5.4. Phases, procedures and products of the data collection and analysis (based on 
Ivankova, Creswell & Stick 2006, 16)
Procedures Products
QUAN                   
data collection
Purposeful sampling for maximum 
variation
Questionnaire
Representative sample (N=21)
Item scores
Open-ended responses

QUAL                    
data collection
Individual interviews with a phenom-
enographic approach
Audio recordings (N=13)

quan                       
data collection
Selected new sample
Survey instrument administered elec-
tronically 
Representative sample (N=105)
Item scores
Open-ended responses

QUAN                    
 data analysis
Descriptive statistics
Coded responses to open-ended 
questions
Means, standard deviations, and inter-
nal consistency
Quotes describing themes 

QUAL                   
data analysis
Transcription
Phenomenographic analysis
Interview transcripts
Categories of description

quan                       
data analysis
Descriptive statistics 
Coded responses to open-ended 
questions
Means, standard deviations, and inter-
nal consistency
Quotes describing themes

Integration and inter-
pretations of QUAN + 
QUAL → quan results
Interpretation and explanation of the 
quantitative and qualitative results
Discussion, inferences, outcome space, 
implications, future research
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6 Results and Discussion
This chapter presents the results and analysis of the sequential mixed methods 
research design of [QUAN + QUAL → quan] for this study. Following the results and 
analysis of the participant variables and their significance to the generalisability of 
the study in a Finnish university and language learning context in section 6.1, sections 
6.2, 6.3 and 6.4 and their subsections respectively will attempt to answer the three 
research questions (cf. chapter 4). Section 6.2 will present the categories of description 
of the perceptions held by students of Business and Economics at UEF regarding non-
formal and informal learning and environments considered conducive to ESP/EBP 
development. Section 6.3 will introduce the categories of description of the perceptions 
of RPL by both the students who participated in the ESP exemption examinations, i.e. 
the RPL participants, and those who had not attended the RPL process for ESP, i.e. 
the non-participants. Finally, section 6.4 will provide the results and analysis for the 
third research question in relation to the RPL process, method, information, guidance 
and suggestions for development in the UEF and the UEF Language Centre contexts, 
again from the viewpoints of both the RPL participants and the non-participants.
 
6.1 C H A R AC T E R I S T I C S O F R PL PA R T I C I PA N T S A N D N O N -
PA R T I C I PA N T S I N T H I S S T U DY
While the participants of this study represent students from only one degree 
programme in one university in Finland, the subjects can still be argued to be 
representative of Finnish university students based on their background variables. 
The mean age of all the participants in the different phases of this study (N=126) was 
26 (SD 7.2) and median age 24. According to the Eurostudent IV survey (2012), the 
mean age of Finnish Bachelor’s students is 24.4 and the Finnish Ministry of Education 
and Culture (2014a, 14–15) estimates the median age of all Finnish university students 
as 26 years so the subjects of this study can be argued to represent a cross-section of 
Finnish university students in terms of age. The overall participant age range of 18 to 
63 is also indicative of the heterogeneous age structure of Finnish university students 
and the prevalence of adult learners and lifelong learners in Finnish HE and hence 
implies the need for processes such as the recognition of formal, non-formal and 
informal learning. All the participants of the study (N=126) are further summarised 
in figure 6.1 below.
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Figure 6.1. Infographic on all study participants (N=126)
As can be seen in figure 6.1, the gender division in this study’s total subjects (N=126) was 58 
% males (n=73) and 42 % females (n=53), which is also indicative of the gender representation 
of students of Business and Economics in Finnish universities as in 2013 males accounted for 
56 % of all Finnish Bachelor’s and Master’s students of Business and Economics and females 
for 44 % (Ministry of Education and Culture 2014c). Overall with Bachelor’s and Master’s 
students in Finnish universities the gender division favours females at 54 % with males at 46 %
(ibid.), which consequently also illustrates the slightly more male-oriented preference to
Business and Economics studies in Finland. When examining the study setting, in 2013 UEF 
hosted 13,300 Bachelor’s and Master’s students of whom 37 % were male and 63 % female 
(ibid.), which indicates UEF has a predominantly female student population yet the gender 
division in the UEF Business School appears consistent with other Business and Economics 
students in Finland and overall in the Finnish university sector.
The UEF campus-specific representativeness, however, of all the participants in 
this study was skewed towards the Kuopio campus with 65 %, also illustrated in figure 6.1. 
This may be considered an issue as the percentage is not representative of the overall 50 % - 50
% campus division of students in the UEF Business School. As previously speculated in section
5.1, the prevalence of Kuopio campus participants can be at least in part attributed to the 
researcher’s ESP/EBP/EAP teaching position on the Kuopio campus and thus potentially 
increased interest of Kuopio campus students to participate in a study by a lecturer they 
remember or otherwise recognise. This can also be referred to as the mere-exposure effect 
(Bornstein & Craver-Lemley 2004, 231; Zajonc 2001, 224) whereby individuals tend to give 
preference to items or individuals they are familiar with so that repeated exposure to someone, 
either in person or as a reference, would create more motivation to, say, participate in a study 
conducted by that person. However, the campus division appears to be the sole distinguishing 
factor in the background variables of all the participants in this study and therefore its effect 
can be mitigated with the other variables.
For instance, when examining the prior education variables for both the RPL 
participants (N=21) and non-participants (N=105) in this study, the similarities between the 
58 % male 65 % from Kuopio       Mean age 26 
42 % female 35 % from Joensuu      Age range 18-63
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representation of students of Business and Economics in Finnish universities as 
in 2013 males accounted for 56 % of all Finnish Bachelor’s and Master’s students of 
Business and Economics and females for 44 % (Ministry of Education and Culture 
2014c). Overall with Bachel r’s and Master’s students in Finnish universities the 
gender division favours females at 54 % with males at 46 % (ibid.), which consequently 
also illustrates the slightly more male-oriented preference to Business and Economics 
studies in Finland. When examining the study setting, in 2013 UEF hosted 13,300 
Bachelor’s and Master’s students of whom 37 % were male and 63 % female (ibid.), 
w ich indicates UEF has a predominantly female student popul tion yet the gend r 
division in the UEF Business School appears consistent with other Business and 
Economics students in Finland and overall in the Finnish university sector.
The UEF campus-specific representativeness, however, of all the participants 
in this study was skewed towards the K opio campus with 65 %, also illustrated in 
figure 6.1. This may be considered an issue as the percentage is not representative of 
the overall 50 % - 50 % campus division of students in the UEF Business School. As 
previously speculated in section 5.1, the prevalence of Kuopio campus participants can 
be at least in part attributed to the researcher’s ESP/EBP/EAP teaching position on the 
Kuopio campus and thus potentially increased interest of Ku pio campus stud nts to 
participate in a study by a lecturer they remember or otherwise recognise. This can 
also be referred to as the mere-exposure effect (Bornstein & Craver-Lemley 2004, 231; 
Zajonc 2001, 224) whereby individuals tend to give preference to items or individuals 
they are familiar with so that repeated exposure to someone, either in person or as 
a ref rence, would create more motiv tion to, say, participate in a study conducted 
by that person. However, the campus division appears to be the sole distinguishing 
factor in the background variables of all the participants in this study and therefore 
its effect can be mitigated with the other variables.
For instance, when examining the prior education variables for both the RPL 
participants (N=21) a d non-participant (N=105) in this study, the milar ties 
between the data sets were significant. Prior to entering university studies, 17 of 
the 21 RPL participants (81 %) had completed upper secondary education and the 
matriculation examination, and by comparison, 85 % of the non-participants had 
the same educational background. While the matriculation examination is not a 
pre equisite for university entry in Finland (Universities Act 558/2009), it is the most 
common background and applicants for university studies of Business and Economics 
are awarded points towards their selection based on the matriculation examination 
results and the results of the entrance examinations. Hence as Business and Economics 
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is a popular field of study where access to university studies is competitive, with only 
6–8 % of applicants in 2014 accepted to the UEF Business School (University of Eastern 
Finland 2014b), an increasing number of applicants and acceptees for Business and 
Economics are in possession of a matriculation examination certificate. 
The RPL participants (N=21) in this study and within the data collection period of 
2013 and 2014 had begun their university studies at UEF or its preceding universities 
between the years 2006 and 2014, as illustrated by figure 6.2 below, with the mean 
starting year of 2010 (SD 2.4) and median year of 2009, effectively placing many RPL 
participants in this data in their 5th or 6th year of study at UEF.
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Figure 6.2. RPL participants’ years of starting current university studies (N=21)
The non-participants (N=105) in this study, on the other hand, had the mean of 2011 (SD 2.3) 
and median of 2012 for the starting year of their studies. Therefore based on the starting year 
variable, it would appear that Finnish university students of Business and Economics who are 
more advanced in their studies appear to be more prone to participating in the RPL process for 
their non-formal and informal learning of ESP rather than students early on in their studies.
While a Finnish university Bachelor’s degree consisting of 180 ECTS credits of basic and 
intermediate studies, language and communication studies and the Bachelor’s thesis can be 
completed within three years with full-time studying (Universities Act 558/2009, chapter 5, 
section 40), it appears that many students in this study participating in the RPL process for their 
Bachelor’s level ESP requirements in their 4th, 5th or 6th year of studies had not studied full-
time but instead can be assumed to have studied part-time or alongside work at least to some 
extent as the completion of their Bachelor’s degrees had been delayed.
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The non-participants (N=105) in this study, on the other hand, had the mean of 2011 
(SD 2.3) and median of 2012 for the starting year of their studies. Therefore based on 
the starting year variable, it would appear that Finnish university students of Business 
and Economics who are more advanced in their studies appear to be more prone to 
participati g in th  RPL process for their non-formal and informal learning of ESP 
rather than students early on in their studies. While a Finnish university Bachelor’s 
degree consisting of 180 ECTS credits of basic and intermediate studies, language and 
communication studies and the Bachelor’s thesis can be completed within three years 
with full-time studying (Universities Act 558/2009, chapter 5, section 40), it appears 
that many students in this study participating in the RPL process for their Bachelor’s 
level ESP requirements in their 4th, 5th or 6th year of studies had not studied full-time 
but instead can be assumed to have studied part-time or alongside work at least to 
some extent as the completion of their Bachelor’s degrees had been delayed. 
In fact, of the RPL participants (N=21) 19 % (n=4) were working full-time during 
their studies, 33 % (n=7) were working part-time, and 48 % (n=10) were not employed. 
These numbers, although small as a sample and therefore statistically more suspect, 
are relatively consistent with the Eurostudent (2012, 91) survey where 34 % of Finnish 
HE students in the field of business were working in some capacity during their 
studies. By comparison, the non-participants in this study (N=105) had similar work-
related experience with 13 % (n=14) of the respondents working full-time, 38 % (n=40) 
part-time and 49 % (n=51) not at all during their current studies at UEF.
Another background variable for both the RPL participants and the non-participants 
concerned the thematic area or specific thematic focus of the students’ studies in 
Business and Economics as the UEF Business School offers a number of specialisation 
areas, initially in the Bachelor’s programme and again in the Master’s. The inclusion 
of this variable in the quantitative data collection instruments (appendices 4 and 
7) aimed at determining whether students of particular thematic areas were more 
prone to participate in the ESP exemption examinations and therefore whether non-
formal and informal learning of ESP was more prominent with students from certain 
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thematic areas. However, the comparison of the RPL participant data and the non-
participant data was slightly complicated by the new curriculum implemented by 
the UEF Business School in August 2014. Up to that point, students of Business and 
Economics were able to select from four thematic areas for their Bachelor’s studies 
(two on the Joensuu campus, two on the Kuopio campus). In the new curriculum, 
however, the thematic areas, newly referred to as orientations, were partly changed 
and partly renamed, creating challenges to directly compare the thematic areas of the 
different data sets. As a result, the data sets were analysed separately to determine 
the prevalence of the thematic areas among the RPL participants (figure 6.3) and the 
non-participants (figure 6.4).
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Figure 6.3. RPL participants’ thematic areas in Business and Economics (N=21)
Figure 6.4. Non-participants’ thematic areas in Business and Economics (N=105)
In both data sets the figures were again skewed towards the Kuopio campus thematic areas 
(indicated by ‘K’) because of the prevalence of Kuopio campus participants in this study. 
However, as all original thematic areas and new orientations were represented in both data sets, 
it appeared that no one particular thematic area of Business and Economics at UEF was
overwhelmingly overrepresented in the RPL participants or in the non-participants. It should, 
however, be noted that the two orientations with the lowest percentages with the non-
participants in figure 6.4, “Leadership, Innovations and Marketing” (K) and “Accounting and 
Taxation” (J) were both new orientations introduced in the August 2014 curriculum and 
therefore their potential occurrence in the data was by default smaller than for the other areas 
and orientations. 
Another comparable point of interest with the background variables of the RPL 
participants and the non-participants was the self-estimated level of English language 
proficiency based the Common European Framework of References for Languages or CEFR
(Council of Europe 2001). In both the questionnaire for the RPL participants (appendix 4) and 
the electronic survey for the non-participants (appendix 7) all respondents were asked to 
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In both data sets the figures were again skewed towards the Kuopio campus thematic 
areas (indicated by ‘K’) because of the prevalence of Kuopio campus participants in this 
study. However, as all original thematic areas and new orientations were represented 
in both data sets, it appeared that no one particular thematic area of Business and 
Economics at UEF was overwhelmingly overrepresent d in the RPL participants or in 
the non-participants. It should, however, be noted that the two orientations with the 
lowest percentages with the non-particip nts in figure 6.4, “Leadership, Innovations 
and Marketing” (K) and “Accounting and Taxation” (J) were both new orientations 
introduced i  the August 2014 curriculum and therefo e heir pote tial o c rrence in 
the data was by default smaller than for the other areas and orientations. 
Another comparable point of interest with the background variables of the RPL 
participants and the non-participants was the self-estimated level of English language 
proficiency based the Common European Framework of References for Languages or 
CEFR (Council of Europe 2001). I  both th  questionn ire for the RPL participants 
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(appendix 4) and the electronic survey for the non-participants (appendix 7) all 
respondents were asked to estimate their level by selecting from the provided skill 
levels A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2, or Do not know. As discussed earlier in section 3.3, 
most Finnish students currently studying in universities should be familiar with the 
CEFR scales for foreign languages as they form the basis for the Finnish National 
Core Curriculum scales used for second and foreign languages (Alanen et al. 2012, 
18; Finnish National Board of Education 2003, 100). Therefore most students should, 
as part of their lifelong language learning, have experience of assessing whether 
their skills match the B2 level of foreign language requirements, particularly if they 
had registered to have their non-formal and informal learning of ESP recognised. 
Therefore an assumption could be made that students who had signed up for the ESP 
exemption examinations would have a higher overall CEFR self-estimate than the 
non-participants who had not sought the recognition of their prior learning of ESP 
and instead had elected to attend the courses. However, as table 6.1 below illustrates, 
the median estimates with the two groups of respondents are the same: B2.
Table 6.1. CEFR self-estimates of RPL participants (N=21) and non-participants (N=110)
CEFR self-estimate RPL participants Non-participants
A1 2                9.5 % 7                    6 %
A2 0                    0 1                    1 %
B1 0                    0 18                17 %
B2 9                  43 % 32                29 %
C1 8                  38 % 32                29 %
C2 2                 9.5 % 11                10 %
Do not know 0                    0 9                    8 %
Total N=21      100 % N=110    100 %
In the non-participant data (N=105) the number of responses for the CEFR skill level 
was N=110 as five respondents had in fact selected two levels from the A1-C2 scale 
provided, i.e. B1+B2, C1+C2, B1+B2, B1+B2, and B2+C1. This could have been avoided 
by setting the electronic survey instrument to allow only one selection in this item but 
more importantly, the result demonstrates that some students were either undecided 
on their skill level, would have preferred the subsection levels to have been provided 
(e.g. B1.2, B2.1, C1.1), or had varying estimates for different skill areas of their English 
proficiency. For instance, in a survey of recently graduated students of the University 
of Helsinki, Horppu (2005, 37–49) discovered that most respondents estimated their 
CEFR skill level in various professional elements of English as C1 (listening, speaking, 
reading, writing) but other elements such as speaking in meetings and negotiations 
and presenting more formally at B2. Therefore some respondents also in this study 
would have benefitted from a more specified estimation of various elements of their 
English, or for the CEFR scale to have included the subsection levels.
Nevertheless, by converting the six CEFR levels into numerical form (A1=1, A2=2, 
B1=3, B2=4, C1=5 and C2=6), the central tendencies in the responses for both data sets 
could be calculated and are illustrated in table 6.2.
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Table 6.2. Descriptive statistics for CEFR self-estimates of RPL participants (N=21) and non-
participants (N=110), with a scale of 1–6 representing the levels A1–C2
RPL participants (N=21) Non-participants (N=110)
N Valid 21 N Valid 110
Missing 0 Missing 0
Mean 4.2857 Mean 3.8045
Median 4.0000 Median 4.0000
Mode 4.00 Mode 5.00
Std. Deviation 1.27055 Std. Deviation 1.66190
Variance 1.614 Variance 2.762
Range 5.00 Range 6.00
Percentiles 25 4.0000 Percentiles 25 3.0000
50 4.0000 50 4.0000
75 5.0000 75 5.0000
With the RPL participants (N=21) the mean of 4.3 and the median of 4.0 both refer to 
B2 as the mean and median CEFR level estimated by the students. However, while 
the median level for both comparable groups was 4.0 (=B2), with the non-participants 
(N=110) the mean was 3.8, indicating an overall lower CEFR skill level self-estimation. 
Yet with the non-participants the mode, i.e. the most frequently appearing estimate, 
was 5.0 (=C1) which would indicate a slightly higher CEFR skill level self-estimate 
compared to the RPL participants. However, performing a two-tailed test of 
significance (t-test) on both samples with a test value of 4 (=B2) provided the result 
(t(20)= 1.03, p > 0.05), signifying no statistical difference from the value 4 (=B2) for the 
RPL participants, and (t(109)= -1.24, p > 0.05) for the non-participants, again signifying 
no statistical difference from the value 4 (=B2).
When comparing these self-estimates to previous research findings, the overall B2 
estimate is lower than in a 2011 study of university business students in Finland where 
Grasz and Schlabach (2011, 31) discovered that most business student respondents 
from five universities (N=2,412) self-estimated their English proficiency at C2 (42 %), 
followed by C1 (32 %)13. The researchers however questioned the high self-assessment 
and claimed a tendency of overestimation with English yet the same overestimation 
does not appear in this study’s self-estimates. However, most students in this study 
who sought the recognition of their prior learning of ESP estimated their skill level at 
B2 or C1 (see table 6.1) and therefore appeared to have a strong yet arguably realistic 
belief in their skills and abilities in English and ESP/EBP. Accurate self-assessment 
of language proficiency has also been connected to greater self-awareness and further 
development of learner autonomy (Alderson 2005, 118), potentially reflecting the 
self-regulated nature of the RPL participants’ learning of ESP. However, if viewing 
RPL as the validation of learning acquired elsewhere and as a means of exempting 
13  In the Grasz and Schlabach study (2011, 31) the language proficiency scale also included the option 
“native-speaker level” above the C2 level, which may have had some influence on the self-assessments. 
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students from B2 or C1 level ESP/EBP/EAP courses under the presupposition they 
already possessed the required skill set, the self-estimated CEFR skill levels with RPL 
participants could in fact be higher than the required B2 if more relevant learning had 
transpired through non-formal and informal learning. Yet in this data only 10 RPL 
participants (48 %) estimated their English language proficiency at C1 or C2 and thus 
higher than the B2 level generally expected for university ESP studies.
What is also worth exploring is that two RPL participants in the questionnaire 
(appendix 4) estimated their skill level at A1, the so-called breakthrough basic level 
(Council of Europe 2001, 23). For Finnish students studying at university level, 
the level of English would automatically be higher than A1, and both respondents 
(male, 25 and female, 30) elsewhere in their questionnaire responses listed having 
previously attended ESP/EBP courses at HEIs and acquired ESP skills through a 
variety of non-formal and informal learning environments. Both students had 
completed the matriculation examination, the male in 2006 and the female in 2000, 
and both had passed their attended ESP exemption examinations, with grading 3/5 
and 5/5. Therefore rather than their skill levels being A1, it is more plausible that 
the respondents may have either a) been unfamiliar with the skill level estimation, 
b) misunderstood the CEFR scale, c) underestimated their skills, d) selected a level 
at random or not completely in earnest, or e) had little experience of language self-
assessment. As table 6.1 demonstrated, there were also seven A1 estimates (6 %) in the 
non-participant self-estimates (N=105), and again, Finnish university students should 
possess a skill level higher than A1 in English, so the reasons for those selections may 
resemble the above-mentioned speculation.
What also bears noting about the CEFR data is that nine non-participant 
respondents (8 %) were unable to select a suitable skill level for their English 
proficiency and instead selected the ‘Do not know’ option. A closer inspection of these 
respondents revealed that apart from one 63-year-old respondent, all the others, with 
ages ranging from 21 to 27, had completed the Finnish matriculation examination and 
thus should have had some experience of language self-assessment and the CEFR 
scales, particularly as they had attended upper secondary school in the past decade 
with the CEFR scales and self-assessment principles already implemented in Finland. 
However, without an opportunity to contact these respondents in person to inquire 
about the backgrounds for their uncertainty in the estimation of their level of English, 
the reasons remain unspecified.
6. 2 R PL PA R T I C I PA N T S’ PE R C E P T I O N S O F N O N - FO R M A L A N D 
I N FO R M A L L E A R N I N G O F E S P
This section and the results and analysis presented here seek to answer the first 
research question of this study concerning how university students of Business 
and Economics at UEF perceive non-formal and informal learning as part of the 
development of their ESP proficiency and lifelong learning of languages. The data 
and analysis focus on the questionnaire data and interview data provided by the 
participants in the ESP exemption examinations (N=21) as they were considered 
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the critical case sample (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson 2007, 285) regarding non-formal 
and informal learning by seeking to have their non-formal and informal learning 
of ESP recognised. Thus students of Business and Economics who participated in 
the ESP exemption examinations, the designated RPL process for non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP at the UEF Language Centre, were asked about their 
experiences of learning ESP, EBP and EAP outside the ESP classroom setting in 
both the questionnaire (appendix 4) and in the interviews (framework in appendix 
6) but the perceptions were primarily based on the phenomenographic interviews 
(N=13), their transcripts and the analysis performed and the subsequent categories 
of description that emerged. The questionnaire responses (N=21) in relation to non-
formal and informal learning, on the other hand, are described and analysed in the 
upcoming subsections.
Hence from the interviews with the 13 RPL participants who consented to be 
interviewed in more detail in connection to their non-formal and informal learning 
environments and experiences regarding ESP, EBP and EAP, four qualitatively 
different categories of description, signifying the variation in the ways of experiencing 
the phenomenon of non-formal and informal learning, emerged from the interview 
transcript analysis. As per the principles of phenomenography, the four categories 
of description are essentially the researcher’s abstractions of the different ways of 
understanding the phenomenon and refer to a collective level so that the categories 
are not specified with numbers or sample sizes but instead the hierarchical structure 
of the outcome space has been inferred from the interview transcript data (Larsson 
& Holmström 2007, 56). The categories are presented below in figure 6.5 followed by 
illustrative quotations from the interview transcripts translated to English from the 
original Finnish. In the quotations the identifier “M” signals male interviewees and 
“F” female interviewees, and the number the chronological order of the interviews, 
i.e. M1–9 and F1–4.
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Figure 6.5. RPL participants’ perceptions of non-formal and informal learning of ESP (N=13)
1. Reading academic and field-specific texts. The non-formal and informal learning of ESP 
was perceived in the first hierarchical category as learning field-specific language through 
reading text materials in connection with subject studies, other university studies or previous 
polytechnic/UAS studies. In this category non-formal and informal learning was seen as most 
often occurring during the current university studies through reading course books, academic 
journal articles or research papers in English for subject courses at the UEF Business School. 
Since much of the literature for courses and examinations in Finnish university-level business 
studies is in English, students of Business and Economics are often exposed to texts and 
vocabulary related to ESP/EBP/EAP from the early stages of their studies, as featured in the 
interview data:
If we think about the texts, of course we have almost all the articles in English, and you 
do pick up on them quickly when you need to understand them. So my skills are based on 
reading a lot and having to read in every course and the development has come from 
there. (M6)
We have some courses in English, the books are probably all in English. (M3)
After all, we do use books in English in our studies […] in fact I don’t even like reading 
in Finnish; if there’s a chance to take the book in English, I prefer it. (M1)
I’ve read books related to finance in English. It’s a bit slow because the language is 
difficult so I can’t do it fluently but that way I’ve certainly learned. (M3) 
Reading was referred to as a source of ESP learning throughout the university studies but 
particularly also in conjunction with research literature required for larger research papers and 
theses such as the Bachelor’s thesis:
RPL participants' perceptions of non-formal and informal learning of ESP
1. Reading academic 
and field-specific texts 2. Work 3. Everyday activities 4. General English
Figure 6.5. RPL participants’ perceptions of non-formal and informal learning of ESP (N=13)
1. Reading academic and field-specific texts. The non-formal and informal learning 
of ESP was perceived in the first hi ra chical cate ory a  learning field-specific 
language through reading text materials in connection with subject studies, other 
university studies or previous polytechnic/UAS studies. In this category non-formal 
and informal learning was seen as most often occurring during the current university 
studies through reading course books, academic journal articles or research papers in 
English for subject courses at the UEF Business Scho l. Since much of the literature for 
courses and examinations in Finnish university-level business studies is in English, 
students of Business and Economics are often exposed to texts and vocabulary related 
to ESP/EBP/EAP from the early stages of their studies, as featured in the interview data:
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If we think about the texts, of course we have almost all the articles in English, and 
you do pick up on them quickly when you need to understand them. So my skills 
are based on reading a lot and having to read in every course and the development 
has come from there. (M6)
We have some courses in English, the books are probably all in English. (M3)
After all, we do use books in English in our studies […] in fact I don’t even like 
reading in Finnish; if there’s a chance to take the book in English, I prefer it. (M1)
I’ve read books related to finance in English. It’s a bit slow because the language is 
difficult so I can’t do it fluently but that way I’ve certainly learned. (M3) 
Reading was referred to as a source of ESP learning throughout the university studies 
but particularly also in conjunction with research literature required for larger 
research papers and theses such as the Bachelor’s thesis:
For the Bachelor’s thesis I read a lot of academic papers from the field, which were 
mainly in English, even the ones with Finnish authors. In that - I can’t estimate how 
many I read, 40 - I got very familiar with the terminology. (M4)
If it [re: learning] happened somewhere, it was when I started reading those arti-
cles, real academic articles for the Bachelor’s thesis. (M3)
While learning ESP/EBP/EAP through reading academic text materials was the most 
frequently mentioned method for non-formal and informal learning of ESP with the 
RPL participants, the process could also be seen as inherently connected to formal 
learning. Although reading academic and field-specific texts in these cases was not 
related to formal classroom learning of ESP, it was part of formal learning in Business 
and Economics subject studies and therefore appeared to balance between what is 
typically considered formal learning and informal learning (cf. chapter 2). Reading has 
also been previously noted as the most relevant skill in English in Finnish business 
life (Louhiala-Salminen 1995, 64; Louhiala-Salminen & Charles 2008, 36; Horppu 2005, 
33; Penttinen 2002, 119; Sjöberg 2002, 111) which indicates both the significance of 
reading in the development of ESP skills outside of formal classroom learning and the 
potential benefit of lifelong language learning practices so that prolific reading during 
studies can facilitate an effective transition into working life for many graduates of 
Business and Economics, such as the RPL participants in this study. This association 
of reading with ESP development also reflects previous international research results 
of university students perceiving reading academic books and articles as particularly 
helpful in improving their English (Hyland 2004, 188).
2. Work. In the second hierarchical category of description, field-specific English 
was perceived to have been developed through work experience in business-related 
professions, often during an extensive period of time with a long-term work history of 
68
using English but the work-related learning of ESP/EBP was also related to short-term 
jobs such as summer employment, part-time employment or fixed-term internships. 
The work-related learning of ESP by the RPL participants according to the interview 
transcripts also extended to various elements of English, such as reading, writing, 
vocabulary knowledge and oral communication skills.
Work experience has been the main thing, working as a representative […] practi-
cally all the communication has been business English. (F4)
Work has made it [re: English] more professional. So if I think about business 
English, in the end it has developed truly only at work. (F3)
Work is one important way where I’ve developed a lot of business vocabulary. (F1)
In the workplace I’ve really had to use it [re: English] so that’s when the concrete 
learning has happened. I’ve had to learn myself through writing some work texts 
or speaking so that afterwards I’ve had to check some words so you basically learn 
yourself first. (F3)
With some interviewees, English had also been the working language of their Finnish 
company or organisation, making English at work a daily occurrence and the primary 
language of communication:
I have been working for ten years, practically all the time in international projects, 
that is where most of my language skills come from […] our working language was 
English, there were always other nationalities in the room. (M1)
The working language was English plus there were 20-25 per cent foreigners. (F1)
These results reflect the increasing commonality of English-language work 
environments in the Finnish business world and correspond to the prominent role 
of English as a lingua franca in Finnish business life (Louhiala-Salminen, Charles 
and Kankaanranta 2005). The role of workplace learning in language learning has 
been emphasised in previous research with Finnish university students (Lähteinen 
& Romakkaniemi 2013, 28–29) so this study’s result also reflects the significance of 
work environments for both shorter term and lifelong ESP learning, particularly in 
business-related professions. 
However, for the RPL participants in this study non-formal learning at work, such 
as workplace training or on-the-job training of ESP/EBP, played a role for only one 
student, who had acquired business-specific English skills while working abroad in 
English and participating in training organised by her employer. On the whole then it 
appears that non-formal learning of ESP/EBP in the workplace, i.e. language training 
organised at work, was not for the students in this study as significant a component 
in the development of their ESP/EBP proficiency as informal learning of ESP/EBP in 
the workplace.
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For the RPL participants in this study with shorter work-related experiences, 
customer service and sales situations in Finland or abroad had been a source of ESP 
with English as the primary foreign language in which services and transactions 
were handled:
Well, working 2.5 years in sales I used it [re: English] every day. I mean every day 
on average there was a foreign customer. (M7)
I was an intern in a company, the working languages were Russian and English, 
there was a lot of sales language and maybe some getting to know financial state-
ments and such. (M3)
Common work environments associated with the development of ESP/EBP with the 
RPL participants included customer service positions, bank and sales positions and 
an array of other titles, including assistant, engineer, entrepreneur, intern, office 
manager, representative and secretary. Working experiences like these also inevitably 
bode well for the students’ future careers in business as studies have shown that 
professionals in Finnish businesses use English most in customer service situations, 
including face-to-face communication and telephone conversations (Airola 2004, 37; 
Louhiala-Salminen 1995, 62). 
3. Everyday activities. For some RPL participants in this study learning of ESP or 
EBP as the third category of description was not connected to study-related learning 
or workplace learning but instead was perceived to have been acquired through 
engaging in everyday informal and lifelong learning activities in English such as 
reading newspapers, watching the news, communicating with friends and searching 
for and obtaining information on the Internet:
Even the news and newspapers and all that kind of material that you go through 
in life, from there. (F2)
Most of what I read is in English, all the news sources I follow are in English, 
professional or otherwise… everything from professional to scientific or other, all 
sorts. (M3)
I read papers in English. I don’t really read any in Finnish. (M1)
I have quite a lot of buddies from school [re: university] and outside of school and 
we tend to discuss quite a lot about the topics in the field and then if most of the 
business news are in English and most of what you’re interested in, if you want to 
find any deeper information you have to go to English sites and find it for yourself 
and then learn the words so you’ll understand. (M6)
These quotations can be seen to reflect similar results obtained in 2011 in another 
Finnish language centre at the University of Helsinki, where Moncrief (2011, 111–
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114) found that university students were using English in a variety of non-formal 
and informal environments such as speaking English with foreign students or other 
foreign nationals, reading books and magazines, watching television, while travelling 
and on the Internet. The Internet and social media have also been strongly associated 
with Finnish young people’s use of English (Leppänen, Pitkänen-Huhta, Piirainen-
Marsh, Nikula & Peuranen 2009, 1084; Härmälä, Huhtanen & Puukko 2014, 143). In 
this study the RPL participants associated the Internet mostly with reading since 
online services were used for news and other text-based materials, but given the 
opportunities provided by digital media, some also referred to Internet-based video 
and audio sources for ESP/EBP learning such as TED Talks14, a website hosting videos 
of professional presentations performed in annual TED (Technology, Entertainment, 
Design) conferences on a variety of topics, business-related documentaries via the 
video-sharing website YouTube15, and podcasts from the BBC16, i.e. digital audio files 
streamed online or downloaded to a personal media device:
I’ve downloaded BBC podcasts on different themes and contexts, I love listening 
to them. I commute to work for 45 minutes morning and evening, I listen to the 
podcasts and expand my language skills that way and my knowledge of the world 
because the news in English are different from Finland, and current events and 
discussions, they’re great to listen to, intelligent people using beautiful language, 
rich language, I love listening to it. Even though it doesn’t develop my oral skills, I 
think vocabulary gets better. (F1)
Podcasts, either for general consumption or specifically designed for language 
learning purposes, have been previously shown to develop listening skills and 
motivating and engaging language learners (Levy 2009, 775; Rosell-Aquilar 2007, 
475). Another immersive online learning environment which engages an individual’s 
reading, listening, communication and observation skills in foreign languages is 
virtual environments such as online gaming through massively multiplayer online 
games (MMOs) (Thorne, Black & Sykes 2009, 810), as was mentioned as a significant 
learning context by one RPL participant:
What develops it [re: ESP] is when I’m roaming around the Internet wonderland 
and playing video games. We’re playing with as many people as possible and they 
happen to be from all over Europe, sometimes even farther away and English is 
the language we use. And if you happen to hang around those circles for longer, 
you do end up talking about other things than the game, like normal life and even 
thinking about economic things. Someone in Spain is upset that they can’t get a job 
and such, so you end up talking even about the economy. (M2)
14  www.ted.com/talks
15  www.youtube.com
16  www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts
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Although in this study only one RPL participant referred to online gaming in the 
development of his ESP/EBP learning, in the world of today’s digital natives these 
virtual learning environments can be assumed to be increasing and their use even 
for informal and lifelong language learning of ESP may be more widespread than 
anticipated.
The everyday social connections and friendships created with foreign nationals, 
in Finland or abroad, with exchange students, work colleagues or online associates 
were also considered by RPL participants as part of their non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP/EBP. However, understandably the informal everyday interactions 
had also increased the informality in the style and register of the discourse so that 
communication with friends and family was not necessarily connected to academic 
or field-specific ESP learning but rather the development and activation of English 
in general. This was mentioned by some RPL participants in their interviews but 
many also referred to instances of using or developing particularly business-specific 
English with friends and acquaintances especially if they had all studied business, 
economics or commerce (M1, M4). Another common situation appeared to concern 
giving advice to foreign friends about the Finnish society and the economy:
I became friends with some of the foreign colleagues and when they came over 
to visit we would also touch on economic issues because they were new here and 
needed information and wanted to ask about the Finnish economy […] and my 
daughter’s boyfriend is Spanish, he’s interested in the conditions here and in that 
sense we also talk using economic vocabulary and other social issues. (F1)
Some participants were also able to find connections to ESP/EBP, business 
communication and the development of professional business expertise even from 
travel situations not connected to work, studies or friends but rather again informal 
and lifelong learning through everyday transactions:
If you think about what is useful in business, it’s the little basic polite phrases so if 
you can say those in another language, they’ll be all excited when you start a ne-
gotiation. And you learn them when you visit another country for, say, two weeks 
if you go shopping or to a restaurant. If you think about business, it’s often about 
foreign trade and in Asian countries it’s not just about the negotiation, sitting in the 
conference room, but it’s about getting to know each other more, going out to eat 
and such. I would argue that that cultural knowledge is useful then. (M7)
4. General English. The fourth category related to perceptions of non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP to emerge from the RPL participants’ interview transcripts 
was associating the learning with general English knowledge. Although it can be 
argued that ESP as a specialised form of English is primarily not developed during 
general English as a foreign language (EFL) instruction such as provided throughout 
the Finnish comprehensive school and upper secondary education, yet what is 
naturally required in ESP learning is an adequate foundation of general English, 
developed at least in part in previous formal educational settings. As a consequence, 
72
some RPL participants in this study made no distinction between general or field-
specific English in the development of foreign language proficiency so that ESP/EBP 
was viewed as merely another facet of English developed through the adaptability and 
applicability of the individual’s overall English language proficiency:
I don’t know if I’ve actually specifically learned business English anywhere so that 
maybe it’s the good overall level of English that reflects that so that it’s [good] also 
in other areas. (M8)
I think business English is not… I mean business English overall is pretty general, 
the language. Especially if you think about some sales situations, you don’t really 
use any extra special words. (M7)
The perception of some RPL participants relating ESP/EBP to general English 
proficiency, while somewhat surprising, is nevertheless also in line with previous 
research on business English, with O’Sullivan (2006, 7) viewing extensive connections 
between business English and general English, and Pickett (1986, 16) claiming that 
particularly business communication has closer connections to general English than 
most other strands of ESP.
 
6.2.1 Role of HE study environments
In addition to the four categories of description related to the perceptions of non-
formal and informal learning of ESP based on the interviews (N=13), all the RPL 
participants’ (N=21) questionnaire data (appendix 4, items 22, 24, 26 and 29) allowed 
for a more detailed examination of the non-formal and informal learning experiences 
especially in connection with the stages and specific learning environments deemed 
meaningful by the students for the development of their ESP proficiency.
In the questionnaire responses related to specific points in time when ESP 
development had particularly occurred remained sparse but in the interviews the 
participants indicated specific times during their lifetimes when ESP/EBP learning 
and/or proficiency through non-formal and informal environments had been 
elevated. Figure 6.6 illustrates the points of particular development as narrated by 
the interviewees (N=13).
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6.2.1 Role of HE study environments
In addition to the four categories of description related to the perceptions of non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP based on the interviews (N=13), all the RPL participants’ (N=21) 
questionnaire data (appendix 4, items 22, 24, 26 and 29) allowed for a m re detailed 
examination of the non-formal and informal learning experiences especially in connection with
the stages and specific learning environments deemed meaningful by the students for the 
dev lopment of their ESP proficiency.
In the questionnaire responses related to specific points in time when ESP 
development had particularly occurred remained sparse but in the interviews the participants 
indicated specific times during their lifetimes when ESP/EBP learning and/or proficiency 
through non-formal and informal environments ha  been elevated. Figure 6.6 illustrates the 
points of particular development as narrated by the interviewees (N=13).
Figure 6.6. Stages of main ESP/EBP development during current studies (N=13)
Thus according to the interviews and analysed transcripts, most RPL participants associated the 
development of their ESP/EBP proficiency with some stage of their ongoing university studies
(n=12), as can be expected with academic and field-specific language and communication 
skills. While learning ESP through work was second in the categories of description for non-
formal and informal learning, and therefore frequently referred to by the interviewees, work as 
a particular point or stage of development in ESP/EBP was explicitly mentioned by only one 
RPL participant (n=1), as seen in figure 6.6. This may result from most RPL participants 
learning ESP and EBP in a variety of learning environments, including but not exclusively 
work, so that even RPL participants with extensive work experiences referred to various 
learning environments and stages as contributing to their ESP proficiency. The student who 
referred to working life as exclusively the medium of development for her ESP proficiency had 
no previous HE studies or previously completed ESP courses prior to participating in the ESP 
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Thus according to the interviews and analysed transcripts, most RPL participants 
associated the development of their ESP/EBP proficiency with some stage of their 
ongoing university studies (n=12), as can be expected with academic and field-specific 
language and communication skills. While learning ESP through work was second 
in the categories of description for non-formal and informal learning, and therefore 
frequently referred to by the interviewees, work as a particular point or stage of 
development in ESP/EBP was explicitly mentioned by only one RPL participant (n=1), 
as seen in figure 6.6. This may result from most RPL participants learning ESP and 
EBP in a variety of learning environments, including but not exclusively work, so that 
even RPL participants with extensive work experiences referred to various learning 
environments and stages as contributing to their ESP proficiency. The student who 
referred to working life as exclusively the medium of development for her ESP 
proficiency had no previous HE studies or previously completed ESP courses prior to 
participating in the ESP exemption examination, hence perhaps the emphasised stage 
and role of work-related learning of ESP.
As for the other RPL participants, the very start of the studies was the most 
poignant stage for three students (n=3), one of whom described the transition as 
moving from a language learner to a language user:
Coming into university and getting the English articles handed to us in the very 
first courses, it rather changed… You are no longer a language learner, you’re a 
language user. (F2)
The RPL participants had also had various meaningful non-formal and informal 
learning experiences during their Bachelor’s studies in Business and Economics 
(n=5), as discussed in the categories of description in section 6.2, yet a significant 
period for two students (n=2) was the recent work on their own Bachelor’s theses, 
which typically involved a more intensive familiarisation with the relevant research 
literature in English. A similar transition, specifically in connection with academic 
English, had taken place for two other students (n=2) who at the time of the data 
collection were already completing their Master’s studies which at the UEF Business 
School, along with many other study programmes currently at Finnish universities 
and UASs, are primarily organised in English (Hahl, Järvinen & Juuti 2014, 2; OECD 
2010, 316):
At the beginning of the Master’s studies, the studies are in English so there was a 
clear development in academic vocabulary […] and when you’re writing a very long 
essay, they’re always useful for language learning because the writing process is 
long and you really have to go through materials and read articles. (F4)
In addition to the study-related times and stages during the current university studies 
at UEF, some RPL participants indicated in their questionnaire responses that they 
had developed ESP knowledge in their previously attended formal HE studies. These 
included three respondents who had completed Master’s degrees in other fields prior to 
entering the current studies in Business and Economics at UEF, one of whom had also 
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written his Master’s thesis in English. Of the remaining questionnaire respondents 
two had completed polytechnic/UAS degrees and one also listed three academic years 
at several HEIs in Finland and abroad prior to entering UEF. Therefore based on the 
educational backgrounds of the RPL participants it can be assumed that for many 
students who seek the recognition of their prior learning of ESP, the learning has not 
only transpired in non-formal and informal learning environments but also at least in 
part in prior formal learning of ESP through courses attended at previous HEIs or the 
current institution. In fact, in the questionnaire (appendix 4) RPL participants were 
asked if they had studied ESP or EBP prior to attending the exemption examination, 
or felt if they had acquired ESP/EBP skills in their Business and Economics subject 
courses. The response frequencies (N=36) are presented in figure 6.7 below.
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My skills have developed a lot during these studies. I attended that English for 
Communicating in Business, it was a very good course, probably the best language 
course I’ve been to. It was especially useful for spoken English. (M1)
Let’s say that because I attended the first and second English courses, the business 
vocabulary came mostly from them. (M7)
ESP/EBP courses previously attended either at UEF or at another HEI may also signal why the 
third ESP course for Business and Economics students at UEF, English Academic Writing and 
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As can be seen from figure 6.7, 15 of the 21 RPL participants (71 %) had attended 
ESP or EBP courses at UEF as formal classroom learning prior to attending the S  
exemption examinations, indicating that at least one of the three ESP courses for 
Business and Economics or an ESP course for another study programme had been 
previously attended and completed. This was also mentioned in the interview data:
My kills have eveloped a lot uring these studies. I attended that English for 
Communicating in Business, it was a very good course, probably the best language 
course I’ve been to. It was especially useful for spoken English. (M1)
Let’s say that because I attended the first and second English courses, the business 
vocabulary came mostly from them. (M7)
ESP/EBP courses previously atten ed either at UEF or at another HEI may al o 
signal why the third ESP cou se for Business and Economics students at UEF, English 
Academic Writing and Presentations (EAWP, 3 ECTS), was the most frequently 
attended ESP exemption examination during the data collection period. 11 of the 
total 21 RPL participants participated in the EAWP examination, six in the English for 
Communicating in Business (ECB, 4 ECTS), and four in the English for Business and 
Economics (EBE, 3 ECTS) examination. From this it may be inferred that the final of 
the thre  ESP urses may have been the most popular for an RPL demonstration for 
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non-formal and informal learning of ESP at least in part because of formal learning 
acquired during previous ESP courses.
In the questionnaire (appendix 4) the RPL participants were also asked about 
their experiences abroad in connection with their ESP/EBP/EAP development (item 
23), the results of which introduced another dimension of university studies, i.e. time 
spent studying abroad at a foreign HEI, either as a regular student or an exchange 
student. Several of the students participating in the RPL process had studied abroad 
either prior to entering the current studies at UEF or during them in an exchange 
period with 13 of the 21 respondents (62 %) attributing time spent outside of Finland 
as conducive to their ESP/EBP development, yet not exclusively time spent studying 
abroad but also in other circumstances. Nevertheless, the questionnaire’s open-ended 
questions along with the interview data enclosed that the students had experiences 
of studying abroad in nations such as Belgium, Estonia, Russia, the United States, 
Korea, Indonesia, Australia and New Zealand. The development of English and ESP 
through exposure to English as the language of studies and communication in the 
host country, with native students and often other exchange students, was reported 
by many interviewees:
My knowledge of business English came from my exchange in Korea, from those 
courses, that’s where I learned it. But also my language skills in general developed 
there, on a general level. (M9)
I feel the exchange period was intensive when I lived abroad and really had to use 
English 24/7 […] but the exchange period had a big effect overall so I think if I 
hadn’t gone, the professional English wouldn’t be there, it wouldn’t have developed. 
So maybe those two together then, they have awakened those skills in me. (F3)
When you have a good level of English and you get to use it, you quickly turn it 
into a meta level so you don’t have to think about it […] the exchange period had a 
pretty big impact so that if I hadn’t gone, I wouldn’t be using English at work. (M3)
The last two surprisingly similar comments from two separate interviews mirror 
earlier international research by Tanaka and Ellis (2003) who discovered that for 
Japanese university students study abroad significantly changed the students’ English 
proficiency and beliefs relating to experiential language learning so that the students 
were more adaptive to learning English actively outside the classroom. Therefore it 
could be assumed that time spent studying abroad during university studies had an 
impact on the Finnish RPL participants in this study, not only on the development of 
their proficiency in English and ESP/EBP but purportedly also on activating them to 
utilise and enhance their ESP/EBP skills further in various lifelong, non-formal and 
informal learning environments.
For a further international connection, the development of ESP during university 
studies was also connected by some students to their work as peer tutors for 
international exchange students at UEF (kv-tuutori in Finnish). The role of the peer 
tutor in Finnish universities is not academic but instead practical, intended to help 
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introduce foreign exchange students to the host university, the campus, the town and 
other Finnish and foreign students at the university. The peer tutors and the exchange 
students do not necessarily study the same field so as a learning environment peer 
tutoring can be argued to be quite informal but the experience particularly from a 
language learning perspective was viewed as very potent by two interviewees:
I feel the tutoring was the first time when my English truly developed. It was great, 
the first time I had long discussions in English and when I went on an exchange 
myself, I had that experience so I didn’t panic. (F3)
Being a tutor for exchange students was an important watershed in that I’ve always 
been good at English, got good grades and managed well but then the discussions 
became more natural and there were so many occasions to speak during a short 
time that any nervousness just vanished. There were things that needed to be han-
dled in English and we just did that. (M7)
As the quotations demonstrate, learning through interaction with foreign exchange 
students, while often within an institutional setting, can be argued to be mostly social 
in nature, and therefore not strictly connected to the university learning context but 
instead pertaining to a variety of informal learning contexts. However, results such 
as these also emphasise the role of the hidden curriculum and social interaction 
in the holistic concept of learning (Jarvis, Holford & Griffin 2003, 42; Killick 2014, 
126), as well as the role of discussion skills and oral fluency in strong communicative 
competence within ESP and EBP (Elsinen 2000, 102; Master 2005, 105). Additionally, 
if especially business communication is seen as closely connected to general English 
(Pickett 1986, 16), the practice, development and fluency in general communication 
skills, as described by the two RPL participants, can be argued to be similarly oral 
proficiency development for business-specific communication skills.
6.2.2 ESP/EBP skills developed through non-formal and informal 
learning
In addition to the general perceptions of non-formal and informal learning of ESP 
reported by the RPL participants in the interviews (N=13), in the questionnaires 
all the RPL participants (N=21) were also asked specifically which skills typically 
related to ESP/EBP proficiency they felt they had developed particularly through 
non-formal and informal learning and which of the skill areas, in their opinion, had 
been developed the most (appendix 4, items 27 and 28). The ready-made selection of 
skill areas in the questionnaire aimed to cover as many elements of ESP, EBP and 
EAP as possible particularly in connection with the ESP course contents and learning 
outcomes part of the Bachelor’s degree in Business and Economics at UEF. Table 6.3 
below illustrates the frequencies of the skill areas selected by the RPL participants.
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Table 6.3. ESP/EBP skills learned through non-formal and informal learning (N=98)
Skill area of ESP/EBP Frequency of selection
Daily oral tasks (e.g. discussions, telephone calls, introductions, meetings) 20
Daily written tasks (e.g. e-mails, enquiries, memos) 18
Text comprehension 17
Listening comprehension 17
Vocabulary and terminology 14
Formal oral tasks (e.g. negotiations, presentations, speeches) 7
Formal written tasks (e.g. offers, contracts, reports) 5
Other 0
Total 98
The results demonstrate that daily oral communication tasks in English related to 
business life such as discussions, telephone calls, introductions and meetings as well 
as daily written texts such as composing e-mails, enquiries or memos in English 
were the most frequently selected skills of ESP/EBP by the RPL participants for 
their non-formal and informal learning. Based on the respondents’ experiences with 
work, as earlier detailed in section 6.2, daily communicative tasks can be argued to be 
more common than the formal ones for their prevalence even in short-term or part-
time employment such as customer service or sales. Daily business communication 
activities can also be seen as more connected to general English proficiency than 
more formal tasks, again reflecting the role of general English in EBP. Further, the 
most frequently selected area, daily oral tasks, again appears to emphasise the oral 
proficiency component associated with business-specific English, and the result also 
indicates that more formal communication skills requiring more advance language, 
vocabulary and attention to the style and register of the discourse would appear to be 
more rarely learned in non-formal and informal circumstances, signifying the need 
for more formal language and communication skills to be practiced in the ESP courses 
in the formal classroom setting.
In item 28 of the questionnaire the RPL participants were asked to select one or 
more of the same ESP/EBP skill areas they felt they had learned the most in non-
formal and informal environments. The frequencies are listed in table 6.4 below.
Table 6.4. ESP/EBP skills learned the most through non-formal and informal learning (N=45)
Skill area of ESP/EBP Frequency of selection
Listening comprehension 12
Daily oral tasks (e.g. discussions, telephone calls, introductions, meetings) 10
Text comprehension 8
Daily written tasks (e.g. e-mails, enquiries, memos) 5
Vocabulary and terminology 5
Formal written tasks (e.g. offers, contracts, reports) 3
Formal oral tasks (e.g. negotiations, presentations, speeches) 2
Other 0
Total 45
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As the figures demonstrate, the priority or emphasis in the skill areas was not 
identical to what had been learned non-formally and informally overall where daily 
oral and written tasks had taken precedence. Instead in this evaluation listening 
comprehension, i.e. understanding the speech of others, whether in person, on the 
telephone or through other technology, was perceived by the respondents as the 
area of ESP/EBP learned most often outside the classroom. Again, based on the non-
formal and informal learning experiences of the RPL participants introduced earlier, 
listening comprehension may be attributed to the communicative nature of the non-
formal and informal and lifelong learning environments itemised by the participants 
elsewhere in their questionnaires and also in the interview data, i.e. communication 
in person or virtually using English in study situations, work-related situations and 
everyday activities. This exposure to English and developing the understanding of 
others’ oral contributions was previously emphasised for instance in communication 
with exchange students and in work situations but also through the use of video and 
audio media, as discussed in the categories of description in section 6.2.
An issue related to the wording of this item 28 in the questionnaire should, 
however, also be addressed as asking students to indicate what has been learned “the 
most” may have been perceived differently by different respondents. It is challenging 
to estimate how many viewed the expression “the most” as frequency and how many 
as quantity so that some respondents may have considered the ESP/EBP skills they 
had been exposed to the most, while others may have been more inclined towards the 
amount of ESP learning or the level of development achieved through non-formal and 
informal experiences. Therefore the question potentially left room for interpretation, 
which consequently lessens the impact of the result. In retrospect, a more reliable 
form to gather data with regards to this question could have been a Likert-scale item.
Nevertheless, what can be considered interesting about the specific skill areas 
of ESP/EBP learned through non-formal and informal learning in addition to the 
questionnaire responses is also that in the interviews all the participants (N=13, 
Females 1–4, Males 1–9), consciously or unconsciously, associated ESP/EBP 
proficiency on some level with vocabulary and terminology knowledge, even though 
vocabulary knowledge was never specified or referred to in the interviews by myself, 
the researcher and interviewer:
F1: Through work I’ve gained business vocabulary and other academic vocabulary.
F2: The business vocabulary has come from the studies, through reading.
F3: I’ve had to learn really important vocabulary myself.
F4: I’ve been thinking if I’m missing something [because of RPL] so that later in 
working life I’ll have to study some vocabulary I don’t know.
M1: My vocabulary has developed […] I would need to speak more to keep my 
vocabulary active.
M2: The terms are always in English, the vocabulary builds quickly when you have 
to think about what they mean.
M3: They [re: books] all have these economic words…
M4: Reading articles I became familiar with the terminology…
M5: Somehow you get more words from lectures that focus on a specific topic, the 
vocabulary from that field comes that way.
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M6: The language is pretty general but I learned a lot of business vocabulary.
M7: When I discuss in English with customers, it doesn’t have a big effect on my 
own English but I’ve picked up a lot of words related to that world.
M8: Maybe I haven’t learned exact business terminology but otherwise yes.
M9: The vocabulary you see everywhere online, in newspapers in English and then 
I have friends who have studied business so you pick up the vocabulary.
 (Emphasis added)
Previous research on ESP has also emphasised the significance of vocabulary with 
ESP studies, with Woodward-Kron (2008, 246) discovering native-speaker students in 
particular associating discipline-specific knowledge with discipline-specific language. 
ESP vocabulary has also been associated with belonging to a particular group so 
that specialist vocabulary knowledge is necessary to identify with the field-specific 
community (Coxhead 2013, 116). Therefore these quotations appear to indicate that 
for these Finnish university students of Business and Economics, proficiency in ESP/
EBP acquired non-formally and informally also signified the knowledge of specific 
terminology. The orientation of these students, the RPL participants, to associate 
ESP/EBP with terminology knowledge may be attributed to their potential general 
English proficiency, i.e. if their overall level of English was competent, they may have 
been inclined to refer to the skill area of English/ESP which required more thought 
and accuracy. On the other hand, if some of the RPL participants viewed business-
specific English as closely connected to general English, as was seen in the categories 
of description, the most distinguishing feature in ESP/EBP could in fact have been 
considered to be the specific terminology used in English for business purposes.
6. 3 S T U D E N T S’ PE R C E P T I O N S O F R PL I N CO N N E C T I O N W I T H 
D E M O N S T R AT I N G N O N - FO R M A L A N D I N FO R M A L L E A R N I N G O F 
E S P
This section aims to provide answers to the second research question of this study by 
describing the results and analysis of the perceptions of the RPL participants regarding 
RPL, and for a comparative view, also the perceptions of the non-participants. The 
perceptions of the RPL participants were deduced primarily from the interview 
(appendix 6) data through phenomenographic analysis and supplemented with 
the questionnaire (appendix 4) open-ended data, and the perceptions of the non-
participants were based on the responses to the electronic survey (appendix 7) items 
regarding RPL. 
6.3.1 RPL participants’ perceptions of RPL
Based on the RPL participant interviews (N=13) with a phenomenographic approach 
and the phenomenographic analysis of the interview transcripts, three distinct 
categories of description regarding RPL emerged from the perspectives of those 
who had demonstrated their non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP in ESP 
exemption examinations for students of Business and Economics at the UEF Language 
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Centre. As per the principles of phenomenography and similarly to the categories 
of description regarding non-formal and informal learning in section 6.2, the three 
categories of description here are essentially the researcher’s abstractions of the 
students’ different ways of understanding RPL and refer to a collective level so that the 
categories are not specified with numbers or sample sizes but instead the hierarchical 
structure of the outcome space has been inferred from the interview transcript data 
and analysis (Larsson & Holmström 2007, 56). The categories are presented below 
in figure 6.8 followed with illustrative quotations from the interview transcripts 
translated from Finnish so that in the quotations ‘M’ signals male interviewees and 
‘F’ female interviewees, and the number signifies the chronological order in which 
the interviews were conducted.
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Figure 6.8. RPL participants’ perceptions of RPL (N=13)
1. Valid assessment of relevant learning. Most students who actively sought the recognition 
of their non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP with the designated RPL process at the 
UEF Language Centre, the ESP exemption examinations, appeared to view RPL primarily as a 
valid process to recognise the relevant learning of ESP they had acquired from various lifelong 
learning circumstances. The validity of the RPL process and assessment procedures in relation 
to the corresponding formal learning assessment, with emphasis on equality and fairness, were 
particularly raised by many interviewees:
It’s just a positive thing… that as a student I have a chance to show that I know these 
things already so that I don’t have to attend this course. Then everyone gets the grade 
they deserve. (M6)
If it [re: assessment] has been defined and checked, then of course as a student you just 
have to trust that the exam that is organised is similar to the teaching content. (M7)
Maybe I don’t have that much experience, I’ve only attended one [exemption] exam, of 
how validly it measures the information needed. I assume thought has been put into it so 
if that’s the case then there’s nothing bad about it [re: RPL]. (M5)
The last two quotations appear to reflect concerns shared by other Finnish HE students about 
fair and equal treatment in the recognition of non-formal and informal learning (Lähteinen & 
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1. Valid assessment of relevant learning. Most students who actively sought the 
recognition of their non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP with the designated 
RPL process at the UEF Language Centre, the ESP exemption examinations, appeared 
to view RPL primarily as a valid process to recognise the relevant learning of ESP they 
had acquired from various lifelong learning circumstances. The validity of the RPL 
process and assessment procedures in relation to the corresponding formal learning 
assessment, with emphasis on equality and fairness, were particularly raised by many 
interviewees:
It’s just a positive thing… that as a student I have a chance to show that I know 
these things already so that I don’t have to attend this course. Then everyone gets 
the grade they deserve. (M6)
If it [re: assessment] has been defined and checked, then of course as a student you 
just have to trust that the exam that is organised is similar to the teaching content. 
(M7)
Maybe I don’t have that much experience, I’ve only attended one [exemption] exam, 
of how validly it measures the information needed. I assume thought has been put 
into it so if that’s the case then there’s nothing bad about it [re: RPL]. (M5)
The last two quotations appear to reflect concerns shared by other Finnish HE 
students about fair and equal treatment in the recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning (Lähteinen & Romakkaniemi 2013, 40). However, the participants of this 
study seemed to trust that the assessment methods in the RPL process were similar 
to the corresponding formal learning course, which mirrors earlier results in Finnish 
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HE where the validity and reliability of RPL assessment appeared to improve when 
similar methods were utilised in both the formal learning course and the RPL 
assessment (Niemelä 2013, 95).
Further, as demonstrated by the first quotation, for RPL participants in this study 
prior learning of ESP and its assessment process also appeared to be connected to the 
numerical grading used in the ESP exemption examinations so that students seemed 
to associate relevant learning with the potential to obtain higher grades from the 
exemption examination:
I thought that I’d have a chance to get a good grade… I wouldn’t have come if I 
thought I would only get a 1 [re: the lowest grade]. (M7)
The perception of participants entering in the RPL process with skills well above 
simply passing the exemption examination could also be connected to another issue 
raised in the interviews where RPL participants were somewhat critical of other 
students who might use the RPL process to avoid learning or who might enrol in 
the ESP exemption examinations without self-assessment and/or skills matching the 
learning outcomes:
In the end it does require that you know things. That it’s not just that you take part 
but that you really have to show that you can use the language. Some others may 
think it’s not [a] good [method] but it’s good in that no-one gets to slip by with poor 
or terrible language skills. (M4)
You have to show your skills somehow, you can’t just pull it out of a hat. (M9)
I think if you’re here [re: at university] voluntarily, I don’t quite see the point of 
coming to study but avoiding the learning. So that I wouldn’t have come to RPL if I 
didn’t think that I knew those things. (M1)
You can always try [without relevant learning] but… but I think it’s a waste of 
everyone’s time. (M2)
2. Saving time. In the second category of description the RPL participants associated 
RPL with saving time which could then be used for other studies or other commitments. 
While the concept of RPL in HE and across educational levels emphasises the prior 
learning aspect and the valuation and validation of learning regardless of where it has 
been accumulated, an equally central tenet has been the time-saving aspect of RPL 
and its accumulative benefits for the individual, the HEI and the society. Therefore a 
common perception of RPL from a student perspective in this study also appeared to be 
the efficiency and time-effectiveness of the process, similarly to what Werquin (2010, 
7) has referred to as a “fast-track through formal education”. The time-saving notion 
of RPL was raised by many RPL participants in their interviews when contemplating 
RPL as a concept or a process:
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And if we think about how I feel about this RPL, it’s a kind of an accelerated route 
compared to attending the course. (M8)
Well the good thing is to get it out of the way quickly. If you know things then there’s 
no point in repeating them several times. (M3)
 
I think it’s a very good practice especially if you have bridging studies then time-
wise it’s really smart. On the other hand you would learn, I feel you always learn 
more in the course. (F3)
As the last quotation demonstrates, despite the focus on time and previously acquired 
learning, some students also introduced potential current or future learning into their 
perception of RPL so that while RPL was seen as effective, some concern remained 
about missed learning opportunities as a result of the omitted formal classroom 
learning. On the other hand, the prevalence of the time-saving element of RPL in 
this study appeared to be strongly connected with the RPL process being a one-day 
ESP exemption examination, which was referred to also in the interview data:
I think it’s better like this, definitely, all in one go and then it’s done. It takes more 
of everyone’s time if it’s two days. (M6)
It’s really effective, the RPL day, and that it’s one day so you don’t have to come on 
more days, it’s definitely a good thing. (M8)
Therefore it could be concluded that with the RPL participants the one-day ESP 
exemption examination system appeared to be functional in a time- and resource-
efficient manner. The time- and cost-savings aspect of examinations for RPL purposes 
with non-formal and informal learning has been recommended by Cedefop (2009, 62), 
as discussed in section 3.4, and similar student perceptions with regard to time were 
also reported in the pilot study for this research (Tuomainen 2014, 38). However, from 
a learning aspect it could be argued that a more comprehensive or otherwise organised 
RPL process could entice and engage students more in a process of self-assessment 
and reflection regarding their non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP/EAP, yet 
the collective experience of participating in a demonstration of skills and proficiency 
with peers, albeit a short process with the one-day exemption examination, was also 
beneficial from the communicative development and peer learning perspective.
3. Appreciated construct. Many RPL participants for non-formally and informally 
acquired ESP/EBP proficiency found the concept of RPL overall a positive construct 
and were appreciative of the possibility to demonstrate prior learning with the RPL 
procedure, even viewing the possibility as a gesture of goodwill from the university 
to recognise the varying situations of today’s adult university students:
It’s a great gesture of goodwill, I think, from the university that there is RPL be-
cause it saves time, and well, right now I can manage for time but I know many 
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who can’t, and especially Master’s students when they’re working and can’t attend 
courses that have compulsory attendance. (M7)
The good thing is that you’re given… when people are in different circumstances 
and some want to graduate faster, it gives that chance. (M6)
I think it’s a great opportunity, it should be developed more in the whole university. 
I was a little surprised when I noticed it should be available and how little after all 
there is for the degree programmes. (F4)
The final quotation also alludes to the varying practices with RPL at UEF, similarly to 
many other Finnish universities, so that faculties and departments do not necessarily 
proactively promote RPL for non-formal and informal learning or even have transparent 
systems for recognition, as discussed in section 3.2. Although UEF has university-wide 
instructions and recommendations for RPL processes for non-formal and informal 
learning, including a network of RPL advisors and formal learning assessors, faculties 
and departments can quite independently decide on recognition procedures. 
On the whole, the three distinct categories of description signifying the variation 
in the perceptions of RPL provide a unique outlook on RPL as held by Finnish 
university students. The perceptions also differ from previous phenomenographic 
research on RPL by Andersson (2006a), where individuals (N=11) were asked about 
their perceptions of RPL after having participated in written, oral and practical 
tests to assess their prior learning, similarly to this study process. In Andersson’s 
study, however, RPL/validation was perceived as 1) an opportunity for personal 
development through learning from the recognition process, 2) a matter of assessment 
and control personified in the assessor, and 3) ‘only scratching the surface’, where the 
participants held more critical views of RPL as a method for recognising individual 
knowledge (2006a, 122). However, some of the differences in the RPL perceptions 
can also be accounted for by the educational setting as Andersson’s participants 
were Swedish caretakers involved in validation for vocational purposes whereas the 
participants in this study were involved in RPL for their university degrees. Therefore 
the approach of the two sets of participants can be said to be inherently different 
and thus understandably producing different results and different variation in the 
understanding of the phenomenon.
6.3.2 Non-participants’ perceptions of RPL
As students of Business and Economics who participated in the RPL process for their 
non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the UEF Language Centre could be argued 
to have a unique perspective on RPL, and potentially primarily a positive one as seen 
in the three categories of description above, within this study it was also necessary to 
gauge the perceptions of those students of Business and Economics at UEF who had 
not participated in the recognition of their non-formal and informal learning of ESP 
to generate a comparative view on RPL. 
While the perceptions of the RPL participants were collected using individual 
interviews, a common method in phenomenography, phenomenographic data can 
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also be gathered using other instruments such as open-ended questionnaires (Ellis, 
Goodyear, Prosser & O’Hara 2006), hence the use of an open-ended question in the 
electronic survey (appendix 7, item 17) entitled “In general, how do you view the 
recognition of prior learning (RPL) as part of university language and communication 
studies?”. The open-ended question produced 47 responses from the 105 respondents 
(45 %), hence with less than half of the respondents providing their views, it could be 
argued that many of those not involved in RPL may not have a clear opinion about RPL 
or were otherwise more reluctant to comment. Additionally, with the contributions 
ranging from two words to 108 words, they cannot be said to emulate the lengthy 
interview transcripts of the RPL participant data, yet the number of comments can 
still arguably represent sufficient data for a phenomenographic analysis and thus 
allowed for the emergence of distinct categories of description to indicate the variation 
in the perceptions regarding RPL.
Therefore, based on the open-ended question responses (N=47), from the 
perspective of those who had not sought to demonstrate their non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP/EBP, i.e. the non-participants, the following four distinct 
categories of description with regard to RPL emerged and are presented in figure 6.9 
below. Similarly to earlier categories of description, the outcome space is presented 
in a hierarchical structure but without numbers or sample size denominators as 
the categories present a collective level inferred from all the data. The categories of 
description are further illustrated with submitted student responses from the open-
ended question from the electronic survey (appendix 7, item 17), translated to English 
from the original Finnish with attention paid to the style and register but without 
other identifiers to ensure the anonymity of the respondents. Identifiers were also 
omitted as open-ended responses were only submitted by 47 (45 %) of the total 105 
non-participant respondents in the electronic survey.
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1. Saving time. The time-saving aspect was strongly connected to RPL also by the non-
participants and was the most common factor in the open-ended answers. The possibility of 
having one’s prior learning recognised was viewed positively, yet particularly from an 
efficiency perspective so that if ESP courses at UEF with required attendance were completed 
through the RPL process of the ESP exemption examinations, it would allow more time for 
other activities such as other studies, quicker overall graduation, and “other things”, which 
presumably could refer to working or leisure activities.
- The good thing is that with RPL you can replace a course where you would be learning 
things you’ve already learned somewhere else. It leaves time for other things.
- A student can use the time for something else and progress with his/her studies in 
another way.
- It enables the demonstration of language skills acquired elsewhere (such as in 
exchange), without the time-consuming participation in classroom teaching.
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Figure 6.9. Non-participants’ perceptions of RPL (N=47)
. ving time. The time-saving aspect was strongly connected to RPL also by 
the non-participants and was the most common factor in the open-ended answers. 
The possibility of having one’s prior learning recognised was viewed positively, 
yet particularly from an efficiency perspective so that if ESP courses at UEF with 
required attendance were completed through the RPL process of the ESP exe ption 
examinations, it would allow more time for other activities such as other studies, 
quicker overall graduation, and “other things”, which presumably could refer to 
working or leisure activities.
 - The good thing is that with RPL you can replace a course where you would be 
learning things you’ve already learned somewhere else. It leaves time for other 
things.
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 - A student can use the time for something else and progress with his/her studies 
in another way.
 - It enables the demonstration of language skills acquired elsewhere (such as in 
exchange), without the time-consuming participation in classroom teaching.
 - Of course for some students it will be speed up their studies, for those who have 
demonstrated to manage with the language and instead of sitting in class can 
utilise the time for something else.
 - If your skill level is good, you can get the compulsory language courses out of 
the way more quickly with the exemption exam.
However, within the perception of saving time, what could be deduced from some 
of the non-participant responses was the slightly questioning approach to RPL as 
several respondents referred to those who participated in RPL for ESP studies as not 
necessarily appreciating language studies and viewing the courses as unnecessary or 
useless. In some respect RPL participants were perceived by the non-participants as 
students who did not wish to participate in the ESP courses and therefore they should 
have RPL as an option so as to avoid coming to the courses if they had no motivation 
for them.
 - I’m sure it’s a functional solution for those who, based on their learning, feel the 
compulsory language courses are a waste of time.
 - The possibility needs to exist so that a student doesn’t necessarily spend time 
“in vain”. (quotation marks original)
 - I think the chance for RPL is good because students with skills can get credits 
based on their knowledge, and won’t get bored by participating in “unnecessary” 
teaching. This will also release some of the restricted resources of the Language 
Centre. (quotation marks original)
The last comment also touches upon the economic argument for RPL which often 
includes the notion that it is economically inefficient to re-educate individuals who 
already possess equivalent learning and the cost-savings extend to the society if/when 
the individuals are able to proceed from their education to the labour market more 
quickly, thus also freeing educational resources (Scott 2010, 20).
2. Suitable for relevant learning. In this category, the phenomenographic analysis of 
the non-participants’ responses associated RPL as primarily connected to recognising 
a sufficient level of ESP learning acquired elsewhere, without the time-saving aspect, 
and viewing the option of RPL as necessary for students in varying life situations, 
especially in connection with the compulsory attendance in the ESP courses at the 
UEF Language Centre.
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 - If you already have the required skills, you don’t have to take part in the course.
 - RPL is an excellent alternative for those who truly have acquired sufficient lan-
guage skills elsewhere. In addition, not all students can participate in classroom 
teaching.
 - If someone has sufficient learning, I think it’s fair that the student gets a chance 
to show his/her skills and that way gets the course accredited.
 - If the language skills are already at that level that there will be no remarkable 
amount of new words in the courses or no need for performance practice to 
obtain a routine, then RPL will save time and resources for both the student and 
the university.
However, from some of the learning-centred responses it was challenging to discern if 
the non-participant respondents referred to general English proficiency or ESP/EBP/
EAP proficiency. As was discussed in section 3.4, if even on a national level ESP or 
other LSP courses can be mistaken to mean general foreign language skills (cf. Harju 
2010, 67), the same misconception appeared in some of the non-participant responses:
 - You can demonstrate your learning if you feel you’re good at languages.
 - It’s a good opportunity to complete the courses if your English is already at an 
excellent level.
 - It’s good that this opportunity exists for those who have for example lived abroad.
As mentioned, it is unclear whether the respondents referred to general English or 
ESP skills, or if language skills in this context were automatically assumed to mean 
the academic and field-specific English skills. Perhaps similarly as Finnish university 
students commonly talk about university as “school” (Kaukonen 2007), the ESP skills 
and proficiency at university level could have been reduced in the vernacular to 
“English” or “languages”.
3. Unclear and lacking information. Previous studies on RPL in the European HE 
context have indicated that more attention must be given to preparing students for 
RPL (Stenlund 2010, 790), and that information about the RPL process for prospective 
participants must be clear and detailed to eliminate any feelings of uncertainty (Cleary 
et al. 2002, 12). However, for many of the students of Business and Economics at UEF 
without experience of the RPL process for non-formal and informal learning of ESP, it 
would appear this has not been the case as criticism about the lack of information about 
the RPL process for ESP was visible in the non-participants’ open-ended responses:
 - Very little information about the whole thing. Next to nothing about the content.
 - What happens in the RPL demonstration in reality is not clear.
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 - The requirement level in relation to the course is not clear. I do know that in 
principle you need to know the same things but what the situation is in practice 
is a different matter. 
These comments reflect similar findings in other European HEIs about the lack of 
guidance and information about the RPL procedures and an insufficient amount of 
instructions regarding the assessment process (Garrett, Portwood & Costley 2004, 
13; Lähteinen & Romakkaniemi 2013, 33, 40; Valk 2009, 91–92). In concrete terms, the 
lack of information with RPL at UEF within this study context of the ESP exemption 
examination for Business and Economics and the non-participants appeared to be 
associated with not having enough information about the ESP exemption examination 
content, exercises or questions, with some non-participants also wishing for a 
‘demonstration’ version of the examination to be made available, or a material pack 
to prepare for the examination, even though functions such as these are not generally 
the purpose of the recognition of prior learning:
 - There could be a demo version of the RPL exam so that it’s easier to do. Now 
it’s a mystery.
 - I would like to have more information about what the examination really in-
volves. For example what kinds of questions, etc. Also there should be materials 
made available to prepare for the examination.
 - I would find it easier (=I would take part) if I could get some kind of an examina-
tion section or course material created by the teacher to prepare for the exami-
nation. I could not attend off the cuff, I need to revise and time to learn things. 
I believe that with sufficient instructions and a “support package” I could pass 
the examination. (quotation marks original)
It seems reasonable to assume that students with comments about needing materials 
to prepare may have associated the ESP exemption examinations used at the UEF 
Language Centre for RPL with general book or final examinations for which sample 
questions or previous versions are at times made available to students at Finnish 
HEIs. While on one hand the selection of the examination as the method for assessing 
non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the UEF Language Centre has created 
this confusion which could be avoided with other RPL methods such as portfolios and 
interviews, the comments still illustrate the perceived lack of information about the 
RPL process and the ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics so that 
more details would need to be made available to all students prior to registering for 
the RPL process. Alternatively, the comments could be interpreted to signal a need by 
some students for more reflective and portfolio-based assessment of prior learning of 
ESP/EBP/EAP where detailed questions, instructions or tasks and potentially also a 
more relaxed schedule for demonstrating or documenting the prior learning of ESP 
would encourage the participation of students who prefer more time for the RPL 
process.
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4. A rejected possibility. In the fourth category, some of the non-participants had 
clearly considered their own English and ESP skills to be sufficient to warrant 
participation in the RPL process and the ESP exemption examinations but had opted 
against them and instead attended the ESP courses they deemed valuable and useful:
 - Because of my prior learning of English I perhaps would’ve had my knowledge 
accredited as part of my studies but still I wanted to attend the courses I found 
useful.
 - I don’t see RPL as necessary because I feel that although my English is strong, I 
don’t know vocabulary from my own field well enough so the courses are useful. 
 - RPL is a good option for completing studies but I personally find it more mean-
ingful to take part in the teaching and through that get even more experience of 
discussions and interaction situations in various circumstances.
Comments like these correspond with previous research in Finnish HE where 
many students elected not to seek the recognition of their prior learning as they felt 
it unnecessary (Penttilä 2011, 51–54) or that attending the course(s) was a way to 
develop and update skills (Haapoja & Heikkilä 2009, 72). Similar results have also 
been obtained in the Finnish language centre context as at the University of Helsinki 
Language Centre in 2012 more than half of the surveyed students (N=118) expressed 
a wish to attend the ESP course rather than the RPL process (Amendolara, Bradley 
& Martin 2013, 178). 
Some non-participants in this study raised the notion that getting courses 
accredited or exempted through RPL would take away from the learning experience, 
an argument also implied in the comments above, and more specifically below:
 - A student may miss good tips for learning if he/she skips learning languages 
together. For example field-specific vocabulary lists, texts and exercises may 
help in strengthening knowledge.
 - You learn new things in class, I’m sure also those who pass the RPL exam would 
have learned new things in class. 
Similar notions of RPL within HE have been previously reported by Travers (2012, 
112) in whose study academics raised concern about the loss of the group dynamic, 
interaction and the collective environment of classroom learning if students were 
exempted from courses based on previous learning. The final non-participant comment 
above could also be seen to correspond with Cooper’s (2002, 259–260) concern that 
if RPL is used to replace courses or study modules, it may create a loss of synthesis 
between new information and prior knowledge, or the sentiments of Cordova, Sinatra, 
Jones, Taasoobshirazi and Lombardi (2014, 164–165) who have claimed that RPL is 
likely to reduce the seeking of new information, skills or learning and thus lessen 
conceptual changes in the student’s thinking or knowledge. 
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In the same vein, and also connected to the critical stances held by some of the 
RPL participants as discussed in subsection 6.3.1, some non-participants appeared 
critical of students who participated in RPL if they felt those students were not actually 
superior in their ESP skills.
 - In reality many who take the RPL exam are not especially skilled with the lan-
guage and for the sake of their knowledge and skills it would be smarter to take 
part in the teaching.
6.3.3 Reasons for participating in RPL
While the RPL participants in this study were asked about their perceptions of non-
formal and informal learning of ESP and RPL in general, another point of interest 
concerned the reasons behind seeking the recognition of prior learning of ESP. 
Some of the RPL participants’ reasons were already mentioned in the categories of 
description in subsection 6.3.1, yet the reasons based on the questionnaire data and 
the interview data are explored in depth in this subsection.
The questionnaire data (N=21) from the open-ended question “What is your 
primary reason for taking part in this RPL demonstration?” (appendix 4, item 12) 
appeared to reflect reasons based on learning, i.e. seeking RPL because of perceived 
sufficient skills in ESP, and also more practical reasons based on the realities of adult 
university students in Finland today, as seen in figure 6.10 below.
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Figure 6.10. RPL participants’ primary reasons for participating in RPL (N=24)
These main thematic reasons corresponded to the categories of description regarding RPL as 
discussed in subsection 6.3.1 so that that having relevant and sufficient prior learning of ESP 
was the most frequently mentioned reason for seeking the recognition of ESP proficiency.
Illustrative comments from the questionnaire answers, translated to English from the original 
Finnish, included descriptions such as:
- I believe I have sufficient skills to pass the examination.
- I feel my English is sufficiently good.
- I feel I have the resources to complete the course like this and I like giving presentations.
Suffient skills in ESP; 13
Wanting to use the 
time for other 
courses; 4
Faster graduation; 4
Working full-time; 3
Figure 6.10. RPL partic pants’ primary reasons for participating in RPL (N=24)
These main thematic reasons corresponded to the categories of description regarding 
RPL as discussed in subsection 6.3.1 so that that having relevant and sufficient prior 
learning of ESP was the most frequently mentioned reason for seeking the recognition 
of ESP proficiency. Il ustrative comme ts f om the qu stion a re answers, translated 
to English from the original Finnish, included descriptions such as:
 - I believe I have sufficient skills to pass the examination.
 - I feel my English is sufficiently good.
 - I feel I have the resources to complete the course like this and I like giving pres-
entations.
 - Relevant skills already acquired at work and in other studies.
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The time-efficiency of the RPL process at the UEF Language Centre also appeared 
to be a prominent reason for RPL, similarly to the perception of saving time in the 
RPL categories of description, with reasons provided in the questionnaire responses 
including:
 - To graduate faster.
 - To ease the course load.
 - Quick completion of the course.
 - Close to graduation, out of student allowance.
These comments also correspond to previous research in the EHEA with a study of 
Dutch university students’ perceptions on RPL/APL and why students of Computer 
Science and Educational Science had elected to take part in RPL (Brinke, Sluijsmans 
& Jochems 2009). In the study, using a ready-made list of options, the most common 
reason to participate in the RPL process was to “gain credits for experience” (80 %), 
followed by “save time” (73 %) and “combine work and study” (53 %) (2009, 69) so 
the results appear very similar to the reasons provided by Finnish university RPL 
participants in this study.
In the interviews the RPL participants (N=13) also indicated their primary reason(s) 
for the RPL process for ESP, and the reasons derived from the interview data through 
coding could be divided into four main themes or categories: practical (n=6), practical 
and prior learning (n=4), prior learning and practical (n=2), and prior learning (n=1). 
Table 6.5 demonstrates the reasons in the main categories with illustrative quotations 
from the interview transcripts, translated to English from the original Finnish.
Table 6.5. Primary reasons for participating in RPL from the interview data (N=13)
Primary reason Illustrative quotation(s) from the interview transcripts
Practical (n=6) I don’t know, I think maybe this was the easiest way to get this out of the way.
Well, if I can complete some of these language courses with an examination I will graduate more 
quickly.
Practical and 
prior learning 
(n=4)
I have the Bachelor’s thesis under way and I should get the few courses left done, and because I 
work full-time I do have to think about my time.
The main reason is that there is the compulsory attendance, 80 per cent, and I’ve never felt that 
I benefit that much compared to how much time the attendance takes if you’re working. Also 
because I’ve always felt I’m strong in English, and I learn new words.
Prior learning 
and practical 
(n=2)
I do have two primary reasons, one being that I felt I had sufficient language skills and the other is 
that because I work full-time it’s difficult to arrange to come to class.
I felt that I can do it, just knowing that I can, and then there’s my full timetable so that anything I 
can handle more quickly, with fewer hours, then…
Prior learning 
(n=1)
I thought because I’ve written a Master’s thesis in English, I’d have some level of knowledge.
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These results are on the whole similar to the reasons provided by students in the 
pilot study for this research (Tuomainen 2014, 35) where practical reasons were also 
referred to as the rationale for seeking RPL for ESP. In both the pilot study and this 
study, it appears that the dominant practical reasons of the RPL participants were 
interwoven with the everyday lives of adult university students, including working 
full-time or otherwise having limited time resources, particularly for ESP courses 
for Business and Economics with 36-48 contact hours per semester, requiring an 80 
% attendance. The role of practical reasons, however, may have been elevated in this 
study and the pilot study by the fact that UEF has the most distance learning students 
living outside the campus regions of all Finnish universities at 20 % of all students, 
while the Finnish national average is 11 % (Ministry of Education and Culture 2014a). 
Therefore the ESP exemption examinations as a one-day RPL demonstration could 
have been seen by the participants as providing a practical and time-effective 
alternative especially for students living elsewhere and/or otherwise unable to attend 
the ESP courses on campus. 
It should be noted, however, that although several RPL participants provided a 
practical or attendance-related primary reason in the interviews for attending the 
ESP exemption examinations, as seen in table 6.5, in the written questionnaire data 
the most frequent reason was in fact related to relevant prior learning, as previously 
demonstrated in figure 6.10. One of the reasons for the difference between the 
questionnaire data, provided on the day of the ESP exemption examination, and the 
interview data, provided within one month of the examination, could be that students 
taking the examination may have felt confident about their abilities and therefore 
considered sufficient skills in ESP as the main reason for attending. This would reflect 
e.g. Leman (1999, 249) who has claimed that the more confident students are in their 
ability, the more likely they are to enter assessment expecting success. Therefore 
arguably confidence and self-efficacy with the RPL participants would have been 
high when entering the ESP exemption examination whereas after the examination 
in the interview data, the focus may have changed to a more practical or realistic 
disposition. Further, despite many expressed practical reasons for participating in 
the RPL process in both the questionnaire data and the interview data, 18 of the total 
21 RPL participants and 11 of the 13 interview participants did in fact pass their ESP 
exemption examinations and were therefore arguably in possession of relevant prior 
learning of ESP despite emphasising a practical rationale. 
6.3.4 Reasons for not participating in RPL
Another point of RPL interest in this study was to establish reasons why many 
students of Business and Economics at UEF opted to forgo the possibility of RPL for 
their non-formal and informal learning of ESP, despite potentially valid and relevant 
prior learning of ESP/EBP/EAP, as I had witnessed in many very skilled Business 
and Economics students in my ESP courses over the years at UEF. In the research 
interviews some RPL participants also speculated why some of their peers did not 
wish to attend, and this ultimately generated the entire sequential → quan phase of 
the study. Therefore the electronic survey (appendix 7) sent to 734 active students of 
Business and Economics at UEF included the question, “What is your primary reason 
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for not taking part in an RPL demonstration for ESP?” (item 14), with eight ready-
made options to facilitate answering and completing the survey. The options were 
based on my own experiences with students of Business and Economics at UEF and 
the enquiries and comments students had previously made about the ESP exemption 
examinations. The results for the numbers and percentages for the ready-made 
options in the electronic survey instrument are illustrated in table 6.6.
Table 6.6. Non-participants’ primary reasons for not participating in RPL (N=105)
Reasons for not participating in RPL for ESP Male Female Number Percent
I would not pass the examination 17 14 31 30 %
I want to participate in the course 13 7 20 19 %
I haven’t known about this opportunity 9 11 20 19 %
I want a good grade by participating in the course 8 8 16 15 %
Other 7 4 11 10 %
The examination time/date is unsuitable 1 1 2 2 %
The examination as a method is unsuitable 2 0 2 2 %
No response (void) 2 0 2 2 %
Preparing for the examination is too much work 0 1 1 1 %
Total 59 46 105 100.0
As seen in table 6.6, the most common reason for the non-participants for not taking 
part in the RPL process for non-formal and informal learning of ESP was the 
assumption that they would not have passed the ESP exemption examination (n=31), 
i.e. they perceived themselves not to have acquired enough relevant learning of ESP/
EBP/EAP to deem the RPL process relevant. It is reasonable to assume that many 
Finnish students in university studies of Business and Economics without extensive 
work histories or experience in reading field-specific materials in English may indeed 
feel they do not yet possess sufficient skills to match their skills with the academic and 
field-specific learning outcomes. However, the electronic survey data did show that 
many non-participants had similar work-related experience as the RPL participants, 
with 13 % of the non-participants (n=14) working full-time and 38 % (n=40) part-
time during their current studies at UEF. Thus arguably some non-participants’ had 
potential for workplace or work-related learning of ESP and EBP, particularly as 
the types of positions and job titles in the survey item 8 (“What was your latest job 
title…?”) indicated a versatile array of business, sales and customer service positions. 
In fact, while most of the 78 job titles provided by the non-participants were sales 
positions (n=25), they were succeeded by expert positions in business (n=15), such 
as accountant, financial consultant, project manager, and CEO. Therefore it could 
be argued that some of the non-participants of Business and Economics employed in 
expert positions in Finnish business life could have developed ESP/EBP proficiency 
at work. However, while Business English as a lingua franca (BELF) is gaining ground 
in Finland (cf. chapter 2), it does not necessarily affect all employees or experts in 
business and may be strongly dependent on the location, organisation, working 
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language and culture of the company, organisation or corporation. Additionally, many 
students who elect ESP courses over the RPL option may in fact wish to obtain the 
maximum benefit of their university studies for their own personal development and 
to prepare for academic and professional prospects, as previously seen in the Finnish 
language centre context with Amendolara, Bradley and Martin (2013, 178).
However, another perspective on the frequent selection (n=31) of not passing 
the examination among the non-participants was alluded to in the interview data 
where some RPL participants speculated on why others chose not to attend despite 
potentially relevant learning, with modesty raised as one factor:
I was just thinking why there aren’t more people in these exams, I think for most 
it’s partly cultural, based on these Finnish cultural reasons so that it’s underrating 
your own skills. I think there are people who could do this if they wanted to. (M7)
By “cultural reasons” the RPL participant appeared to be alluding to a modest 
mentality adopted by many Finns with regard to their skills and abilities as in Finland 
it is common to show humility and downplay one’s own skills and qualities instead of 
actively promoting them (Pantzar 2010). However, in addition to underrating skills, 
the same interviewee (M7) also wondered if a lack of self-belief or self-confidence 
could also be a contributing reason:
They’ll estimate their language skills based on their own feelings and then they’ll 
think no, they can’t, and that they’re bad, because that’s how they think. And even 
if they were just fine, so that they could get a perfectly good grade from the exam, 
they just won’t come. (M7)
The biggest problem, I think, is that those guys just don’t believe in themselves so 
much. I mean my plan B was also coming to the course but these people don’t want 
that either, for some reason, they don’t see it [re: the exam] as an option. (M7)
Also in the interview data another RPL participant felt the reason why another 
student of Business and Economics in a similar position did not take part in the ESP 
exemption was the examination as a method:
I’m not sure what her reason was but I felt there was a threshold she couldn’t cross 
to come to the RPL. I don’t know if it’s because it partly sounds a little scary that 
it lasts the whole day. (F3)
The RPL process lasting “the whole day” refers to the time scheduled for all three 
ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics at the UEF Language 
Centre, from 9 am to 4 pm. The seven hours are reserved and made visible as the 
schedule in the signing up for each examination in case the full time is needed for all 
participants to complete the written and oral tasks for all three examinations, as is also 
communicated to the students as they register for each examination. If there are 5–10 
participants per campus on the examination day, as was often the case in academic 
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years 2010-2014, all the examinations were typically concluded around 2 pm or 3 
pm. However, as the official examination time has been reserved from 9 am to 4 pm, 
this may have given the impression that in fact each ESP exemption examination for 
Business and Economics would last seven hours, naturally an intimidating prospect. 
While in the electronic survey the non-participants indicated only twice that the 
examination was an unsuitable method (n=2, cf. table 6.6), nervousness about the 
examination was mentioned in the electronic survey open-ended responses about 
RPL in general (appendix 7, item 17):
 - It’s difficult to say because I’m not deeply familiar with this but perhaps because 
of the “exam-like” nature many students may have a threshold for coming. (quo-
tation marks original)
 - The idea is good but in an examination situation one cannot necessarily show 
his/her best. At work I might speak a foreign language fluently but in an inter-
view part of an exam I will freeze.
While the non-participants had a variety of reasons for not attending the ESP 
exemption examinations, as seen in table 6.6, the sample also included 20 respondents 
(19 %) unaware of the existence of the RPL possibility for ESP. Despite the various 
sources of information for RPL in general and specifically for ESP provided by UEF, 
the UEF Business School and the UEF Language Centre (see section 3.5), many non-
participant students of Business and Economics still appeared to be unaware of the 
opportunity to have their non-formal and informal learning of ESP recognised. While 
the percentage of 19 % in this study was much smaller than, say, in the 2013 study in 
Finnish HEIs where 81 % of university students of Social Work were unfamiliar with 
the concept or process of RPL (Lähteinen & Romakkaniemi 2013, 35), the result still 
indicates a lack of information about RPL for ESP courses at UEF, also mentioned by 
one RPL participant in his interview:
 - I also think most of the students, they don’t know about the exemption exams and 
what they are, or that there even is such a possibility. (M2)
The lack of information about RPL with the non-participants can be seen as connected 
to the overall RPL information and guidance services at UEF, and will be discussed 
in more detail in the next section. 
Nevertheless, regardless of their current level of knowledge about RPL with ESP 
courses, in the electronic survey (appendix 7) all the non-participants were asked if 
they would in the future participate in the RPL process for ESP, the ESP exemption 
examinations, the results of which are illustrated in figure 6.11 below.
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As figure 6.11 demonstrates, only 6 % of the non-participants (n=7) were relatively 
certain of attending an ESP exemption examination in the future, with 27 % (n=29) 
ndecided but pen to the possibility, and 26 % ( =28) very unlikely to att nd. However, 
41 % of the non-participant respondents (n=45) had in fact already completed all three 
ESP courses included in the Bachelor’s degree in Business and Economics at UEF and 
were therefore no longer potential candidates for the RPL process for non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP.
6.4 S T U D E N T S’ PE R C E P T I O N S O F T H E R PL PR O C E SS FO R 
N O N - FO R M A L A N D I N FO R M A L L E A R N I N G O F E S P AT T H E U E F 
L A N G UAG E C E N T R E
This section will provide results and analysis in connection to research question three 
of this study regarding the practical implementation of the RPL process for non-formal 
and informal learning of ESP for Business and Economics at the UEF Language Centre. 
The perceptions of both the RPL participants and the non-participants are examined 
regarding general RPL information and guidance, information and guidance specific 
to the ESP exemption examinations and percepti s regarding the xamination as the 
designated RPL method for ESP at UEF. Therefore to provide a comprehensive and 
comparable view of student perceptions and analyse suggestions for developing the 
RPL process from various angles, data from both the RPL participants and t  non-
participant students are introduced and discussed in this section and the subsections.
6.4.1 RPL participants’ perceptions of RPL information and guidance
As discussed in earlier sections, in theory all students at UEF should be able to 
obtain and access information regarding RPL and the recognition process for the 
non-formal and informal learning of ESP from a variety of sources whereby this study 
also aimed at determining how the information and guidance reach the students in 
reality. Therefore in the data collection instruments for the RPL participants, the 
questionnaire (appendix 4) and the interviews (framework in appendix 6), students 
of Business and Economics were asked about the sources and perceived adequacy 
of the RPL information and guidance in connection with the ESP exemption 
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examinations organised by the UEF Language Centre. The presupposition was that 
RPL participants may have possessed more information as they had participated 
in the RPL process than those who had not. The RPL participants were also asked 
in the questionnaire (appendix 4, items 11 and 13-15) whether they felt the specific 
instructions and examination-specific self-assessment questions were sufficient in 
facilitating preparation for the exemption examinations.
According to the questionnaire data, the RPL participants (N=21) had obtained 
information about the possibility of demonstrating their non-formally and informally 
acquired ESP proficiency from a variety of sources (N=28), as illustrated in table 6.7.
Table 6.7. RPL participants’ sources of information about the ESP exemption examinations 
(N=28)
Source Frequency
Study guide or WebOodi 10
ESP lecturer(s) 6
UEF Language Centre academic advisor or RPL advisor 5
UEF Business School academic advisor, PSP advisor or other staff 3
Fellow student or friend 3
Other 1
Peer tutor 0
Total 28
As can be seen from the results, the RPL participants had frequently obtained or sought 
information about the ESP exemption examinations from the printed or electronic 
UEF study guide or the electronic student register WebOodi (n=10) where ESP course 
descriptions include a mention of the RPL possibility. This result corresponds with 
similar findings obtained in the pilot study (Tuomainen 2014, 37), where the UEF 
study guide or course catalogue were also the most prominent sources of information. 
The result can be seen to reflect a common practice today at European HEIs with 
students primarily searching for information about their studies using online sources, 
such as HEI websites, websites specific to their own study programme or electronic 
registers and resource systems such as WebOodi at UEF (European Students’ Union 
2013, 43). 
In other instances the RPL participants had obtained information from the 
ESP lecturer(s) in charge of the exemption examination process (n=6), which can 
transpire typically during previous ESP courses attended by the student or via e-mail 
correspondence. Information was also obtained from the UEF Language Centre 
academic advisor or RPL advisor (n=5) or from the UEF Business School or from a 
fellow student or friend, i.e. typically someone at UEF with prior knowledge and/
or experience of RPL (both n=3). The one “Other” response (n=1) also referred to a 
friend working at a Finnish polytechnic/UAS who had informed the student about 
the concept of RPL. Interestingly none of the RPL participants referred to their peer 
tutors as a source of RPL knowledge which indicates a clear development point for the 
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future with increased cooperation with the UEF Language Centre and the peer tutors 
for Business and Economics regarding RPL information and practices.
The interview data (N=13) further allowed for a phenomenographic analysis and 
perspective regarding RPL information and guidance, with categories of description 
deduced from the interview transcripts to illustrate the variation in the perception of 
RPL information and guidance. From the analysis three distinct categories merged in 
relation to perceptions of RPL information, illustrated in figure 6.12 as the collective 
level of the perceptions demonstrated in the hierarchical structure of the outcome 
space.
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1.  independently. For many RPL participants fi ding information about 
the RPL process for ESP and the ESP exemption examinations given at the UEF 
Language Centre for Business and Economics was mostly considered an independent 
task, connected to the use of study guides and online materials, as also seen in table 
6.7. While Finnish and European recommendations for RPL in HE emphasise the 
importance of guidance as part of any recognition process (Airola 2012b, 36; Cedefop 
2009; Ministry of Education 2007, 24–25), RPL participants in this study appeared 
to seek and discover information independently and planned their ESP studies, 
including the RPL option, primarily on their own initiative. This trend was also seen 
in the interview data: 
I was looking at the accreditation possibilities myself and then I checked these 
language courses. (M1)
In my opinion everything’s described pretty well in the study guides […] so that 
information is available if you just want it. It’s up to the student to find out. (F2)
I feel if you’re a university student, you should also find information independently 
and organise your own affairs. (F4)
I haven’t had any guidance but also I haven’t searched for it. I’m sure it would’ve 
been available if I felt it was necessary. (F3)
Many RPL participants in the interview data therefore appeared to emphasise the role 
and the responsibility of the university student in finding RPL information without 
explicit assistance from the UEF Business School or the UEF Language Centre while 
also acknowledging that such information and guidance may have been available had 
they needed it. It should thus be noted that finding RPL information independently 
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does not mean RPL guidance at UEF is not available but that these RPL participants 
appeared not to require personal assistance. This perception of independence 
correlates with the 2009 study by Brinke, Sluijsmans and Jochems, where Dutch Open 
University students mostly perceived to require only limited support for their RPL 
processes (2009, 69). 
2. Insufficient. In the second category, many RPL participants, despite having 
registered and participated in the RPL process for their non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP, perceived the level of information to be lacking so that information 
about the RPL possibility for ESP courses was considered inadequate or that the 
concept of RPL itself still remained somewhat unclear, if not for the RPL participants 
themselves, then by proxy for others.
I didn’t know about this whole exemption exam if you [re: the ESP lecturer] hadn’t 
told me, was it last autumn, you said I should come to the exam and I was like, 
what’s that? I didn’t have any -- I didn’t even think it was an option for me. (M7)
In WebOodi, it does say you can complete the course with an RPL demonstration 
but I think half of the people don’t even know what it means. This is just my opinion, 
others might feel differently. (M5) 
As discussed earlier in section 3.4, Finnish university language centres are teaching 
units responsible for the teaching of LSP courses for all students of the university. 
Therefore language centres do not have their ‘own’ students as departments or 
faculties do so the initial and primary RPL information for students emanates from 
the university and the student’s own faculty or department, in this case UEF and the 
UEF Business School. However, some of the interviewees appeared to be critical of the 
general RPL information and guidance provided by the UEF Business School, either 
in connection with the personal study plan (PSP) or in general: 
When we had the first PSP session, there was something about RPL. But I was 
probably the only one who picked up on it because when I talked to others about it, 
they had no clue. I’ve actually tried to explain to others what it is. But at the begin-
ning [of studies] it wasn’t really advertised. (F3)
Nothing from the department […] I’ve had no particular information from there so 
that everything I know, all the information, I’ve looked for it myself. (M9)
I was able to find the RPL information from the Language Centre but if we think 
about other studies, the info is pretty bad, especially in the orientation week no one 
even mentioned it, I got the impression they want to withhold the information so 
that students won’t try to pass courses that way. (F4)
The final comment appears to allude to a lack of information and possible attitudinal 
issues connected to RPL, highlighted often as a fundamental shortcoming in 
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European HE (Garrett, Portwood & Costley 2004, 13; Trowler 1996, 28; Valk 2009, 
91–92). Although RPL guidance for language and communication studies is primarily 
the responsibility of the language centres, problems with RPL information from the 
departments regarding language and communication studies can also be an issue. 
If LSP/ESP studies are handled superficially in the student’s PSP at the department 
(Karjalainen & Laulajainen 2011, 63), this can easily create a potential RPL deficit with 
non-formally and informally acquired language and communication skills, as referred 
to by one of the RPL participants:
When I started, I did the PSP but there wasn’t much [about RPL], they’d had staff 
changes so there was nothing very profound about language studies. (F1)
3. Comes from friends. In the third category of description the RPL information and 
guidance with the RPL participants was deduced to come from friends and fellow 
students. Even though in the RPL participants’ questionnaire data a fellow student, 
a friend or another peer was selected as a source of information regarding the ESP 
exemption examination possibility by only three respondents (see table 6.6), the 
interview data provided several mentions of information having been obtained from 
friends, fellow students of Business and Economics at UEF typically more advanced 
in their studies, or other acquaintances more familiar with RPL in general, indicating 
that much of the RPL information and knowledge were in fact the result of word-of-
mouth communication.
Myself I heard maybe last year from an older student that there was this opportu-
nity and then I completely forgot about it. (M7)
There was this one person who had previously done some kind of RPL process… 
(M9)
In fact I first heard about RPL from a friend of mine who had worked at an UAS 
who asked me, why don’t you do an RPL process for the language studies, then 
I started finding out information myself and I asked our [UEF Business School] 
advisor if we had any opportunities like this and he said to contact the Language 
Centre academic advisor so I approached it that way. (F4)
And then I have this one acquaintance who’s been to an RPL exam so that from 
her I found out that an exemption exam is possible and then from you [re: the ESP 
lecturer] I got the information that the next one will be this winter. (F1)
The RPL option is not particularly advertised, in my opinion. I mean it is listed 
[in the course descriptions] but it doesn’t stand out in any particular way. I heard 
about this RPL process from another student. (M8)
Experiences like these can be seen to relate to the social aspects of higher education 
and the hidden curriculum concept of HE students learning from each other and 
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from social interaction (Jarvis, Holford & Griffin 2003, 42; Killick 2014, 126). The role 
of peers in Finnish HE has been emphasised by Ansela, Haapaniemi and Pirttimäki 
(2005, 28–29) who have viewed students as in effect peer mentors who support each 
other during studying and learning, and particularly older or experienced students 
often introduce options or relay their experiences for the younger students. Again, as 
none of the RPL participants referred to their assigned peer tutors as a source of RPL 
information, it would appear that peers within the students’ own study programme 
or fellow students they socialised or otherwise communicated with about study issues 
were a more prominent source for study-related matters, as previously reported also 
elsewhere in the EHEA with UK university students by Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie–
Gauld (2005, 718).
In addition to the general perceptions about RPL information and guidance, the 
RPL participants in this study were also asked in the questionnaire (appendix 4, 
item 15) about their perceptions specifically regarding information related to the 
exemption examination and the instructions received prior to the examination day. In 
the questionnaires 15 of the 21 RPL participants (71 %) responded to having received 
enough information and guidance about the ESP exemption examinations prior to 
the examination day, with 29 % (n=6) wishing for more details. Those who felt the 
information and guidance was insufficient commented in the open-ended follow-up 
question that more information should be available in WebOodi, and some assumed 
materials had been made available somewhere to prepare for the examination but 
they had not been able to access them. This, however, was not the case as the ESP 
exemption examinations are intended to assess learning acquired in non-formal and 
information learning environments as part of RPL and are not examinations to be 
studied for with materials provided by the UEF Language Centre, as discussed in 
subsection 6.3.2.
The majority of the RPL participants, however, including those with perceived 
insufficient information about the examinations prior to the examination day, had 
received information and instructions regarding the examination activities and 
requirements from the ESP lecturers/RPL assessors. As described in the examination 
process and content in subsection 3.5.1, all students of Business and Economics 
registered for the ESP exemption examinations were sent the detailed schedule and 
information about the examination tasks and activities as soon as registration closed, 
and 20 of the 21 RPL participants did respond in the questionnaire to having received 
instructions via e-mail. With the one RPL participant who responded to not having 
received instructions via e-mail, there were records of the e-mail having been sent 
to an active e-mail account belonging to that student. On the whole, then, most RPL 
participants appeared to be relatively satisfied with the instructions sent to them by 
e-mail, also mentioned in the interview data:
It was good to have it clearly stated that ’come at that time, and it will be like this’, 
I mean copy that, I get that, the instructions were clear. (M2)
In addition to the instructions sent by e-mail, one RPL participant had also received 
information about the examination tasks from the ESP lecturer, one from another 
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student who had previously attended the exemption examination and six had visited 
the UEF Language Centre website for information. 
The RPL webpages of the UEF Language Centre17 have specific information 
regarding the ESP exemption examinations in the form of self-assessment questions 
to assist students in assessing their learning in relation to the learning outcomes 
and in preparing for the exemption examinations. The self-assessment questions 
were generated by the UEF Language Centre ESP teaching staff in 2010 and they 
have been available in the UEF Language Centre RPL webpages since the exemption 
examination process for RPL purposes was implemented in 2011. The URL link to the 
self-assessment questions was also available in the WebOodi registration system as 
students registered for each ESP exemption examination for Business and Economics, 
and according to the questionnaire data, 15 of the 21 RPL participants (71 %) had 
visited the self-assessment questions either prior to registering for the examination or 
prior to the examination day, with six participants (n=6) forgoing the self-assessment 
questions. This can be seen to reflect previous international RPL research where Van 
Kleef (2012, 161) in the Canadian RPL/PLAR context discovered that self-assessment 
tools provided to assist RPL applicants and participants were considered “useful by 
some, but not all, candidates in preparing for their assessments”. 
What is, however, disconcerting is that one of the main principles of lifelong 
learning and the recognition of prior learning in the HE context is the self-assessment 
of individual skills and abilities in connection with the expressed learning outcomes. 
Thus also the RPL process for non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the UEF 
Language Centre should engage all the RPL claimants into self-assessing their ESP/
EBP/EAP skills prior to signing up for the RPL process and attending the ESP exemption 
examinations, yet in this data collection period six of the 21 RPL participants (29 %) 
had not used the self-assessment questions connected to the course-specific learning 
outcomes prior to participating in the RPL process. Naturally it can be assumed that 
those participants may have had other means of assessing and evaluating their skills 
and abilities prior to the RPL process but the result also indicates that the role of RPL 
self-assessment with ESP at the UEF Language Centre should be re-examined and 
measures taken to further develop the self-assessment component.
This is particularly poignant because the self-assessment questions were the 
largest source of grievances with the ESP exemption examination guidance for the 
RPL participants of Business and Economics. Many commented in their interviews 
on the advanced or challenging requirement level portrayed by the self-assessment 
questions as they were seen signalling a very high level of ESP/EBP/EAP proficiency 
required for the examinations, contradictory to the perceived level in the actual 
examination exercises: 
The requirements look pretty tough. I think there’s a small contradiction between 
that requirement level and the real requirement level. (M1)
17  http://www.uef.fi/fi/kielikeskus/englanti3
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I looked at them and thought these require some kind of über-English skills. And I 
got the impression that ‘hang on, what’s this all about’. (M2)
Some RPL participants appeared to associate the perceived high level expressed in 
the self-assessment questions as an attempt by the UEF Language Centre to deter 
students from participating in the ESP exemption examinations:
I think the materials that list the factors that potentially provide this kind of lan-
guage proficiency to pass the exam, they’re pretty interesting, the requirements… 
I guess it’s about getting people to take the course but… Well. (F2)
The information about who can come to the exemption exam seemed a little threat-
ening, maybe on purpose […] We didn’t have too many [students in the exam] so 
apparently the scaring off worked on some level (laughs). (M8)
Viewing the self-assessment questions as creating a boundary or a threshold to the 
actual examination refers to how RPL processes at many European HEIs can be 
painted as risky options compared to completing the equivalent course (Peters 2005, 
276; Pokorny & Whittaker 2014, 260). Therefore to some extent this also appeared 
to be the case at the UEF Language Centre. While the ESP exemption examination 
itself was not seen by the RPL participants as more challenging as the completing the 
course activities, the self-assessment questions were viewed by some participants as 
delimiting or discouraging participation in the RPL process, and therefore creating 
an issue that would have to be addressed in the development of the RPL process at the 
UEF Language Centre for non-formal and informal learning of ESP.
6.4.2 Non-participants’ perceptions of RPL information and guidance
Although the non-participants in this study had no experience of the RPL information 
and guidance specific ESP exemption examination process and participation, they 
were asked in the electronic survey (appendix 7) whether in their opinion they had 
received enough information about the ESP exemption examination possibility (item 
11), to provide a contrasting view on RPL information and guidance. The answers for 
numbers, campus division and percentages are presented in table 6.8.
Table 6.8. Non-participants’ perceived level of RPL information (N=105)
Level of information Joensuu campus Kuopio campus Number Percentage
No, not enough 19 40 59 56 %
Yes, enough information 16 26 42 40 %
Both yes and no 2 2 4 4 %
Total 37 68 105 100 %
According to the results, over half of the non-participant respondents (56 %, n=59) 
perceived they had not received enough information regarding RPL in connection 
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with the demonstration of non-formal and informal learning of ESP. This appears 
to indicate that many non-participants were either not aware of the possibility or, 
if aware, perceived themselves as not knowing enough about the RPL process, the 
procedure or the content of the ESP exemption examinations for Business and 
Economics. Four respondents (n=4) felt divided on the issue and selected both the 
yes and no options in the survey for the level of RPL information, possibly indicating 
a dichotomy between awareness of the possibility but not having enough information 
on the practical application of the ESP exemption examination.
When examining the background variables of the non-participants, the year of 
starting studies at UEF appeared not to be a significant factor in the perceived level 
of RPL information. As mentioned in section 3.5, the ESP exemption examination 
system for students of Business and Economics with the explicit focus of being the 
RPL method for non-formal and informal learning of ESP was launched at the UEF 
Language Centre in the autumn semester 2011 so a presupposition could be that 
students who had started their studies in autumn 2011 or later would be more aware 
of the RPL process, even if they had not taken part. However, non-participant students 
of Business and Economics who had begun their studies in 2012 had most frequently 
selected not having had enough information (24 %, n=25), followed by students who 
had started their studies at UEF in 2013 (22 %, n=23). Conversely, non-participant 
students of Business and Economics who had received enough RPL information had 
begun their studies in 2011 or 2012 (both 20 %, n=21), followed by starting in 2013 at 
17 % (n=18). Therefore it is somewhat challenging to draw conclusions on the figures 
as no significant differences exist in the perceived levels of RPL information in those 
years of starting studies at UEF.
In the electronic survey all non-participants were also able to indicate where they 
had obtained information about the ESP exemption examinations (item 10), with the 
same selection of sources as in the questionnaire for RPL participants (appendix 4), 
however with the addition of the option “Nowhere”. The results are presented in table 
6.9.
Table 6.9. Non-participants’ sources of information about the ESP exemption examination 
(N=191)
Source Frequency
Study guide or WebOodi 45
UEF Business School academic advisor, PSP advisor or other staff 36
ESP lecturer(s) 33
UEF Language Centre academic advisor or RPL advisor 28
Nowhere 25
Fellow student or friend 18
Peer tutor 5
Other 1
Total 191
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Similarly to the RPL participants (cf. table 6.6), also the non-participants had 
acquired information most frequently from the UEF study guide or the electronic 
study register WebOodi (n=45). Information had also been received from the UEF 
Business School (n=36), the ESP lecturer(s) (n=33) and the UEF Language Centre 
(n=28). The role of fellow students, friends or acquaintances was in a similar ratio 
to the RPL participants, however, the selection of “Nowhere”, with 25 single-option 
selections, represented 24 % of all the non-participants (N=105) and thus warrants 
closer inspection.
In each “Nowhere” case, then, it can be assumed that the student in his/her own 
estimation had not received information from any of the sources listed in the survey 
item. The gender division of the 25 respondents was equal with 12 females and 13 
males, and the mean age of the respondents was 28.3 (SD 9.0), with ages ranging from 
20 to 63. The relatively high average age may be a factor for the lack of knowledge 
about the RPL option for ESP courses. If older students more prominently study 
part-time at UEF because of work or family commitments and may not attend all 
information and guidance sessions such as the first-year information session by the 
UEF Language Centre, they may have missed vital details about issues such as RPL 
even though RPL processes could arguably facilitate older students’ study progress. In 
fact, four of the 25 “Nowhere” respondents of Business and Economics were working 
full-time during their studies, and another 10 part-time so it could be argued that a 
work-oriented approach to university studies could have deterred the transference of 
RPL information if the students were not on campus daily or weekly or otherwise in 
less frequent contact with fellow students or university staff. 
Some of the reasons for the lack of information were also revealed in the electronic 
survey’s open-ended answer data, as students who selected “Nowhere” for the RPL 
information source had entered comments such as:
 - I can’t comment, I haven’t been following the university’s notices about any mat-
ters.
 - I have to admit I haven’t focused on the subject or tried to find information about it.
Some of the respondents without any RPL information also wished the information 
to be shared during the ESP courses:
 - The exemption examination should be explained at the beginning of the course.
 - There should be info sessions and information during courses.
 - RPL should be marketed during the courses and for example the peer tutor could 
mention it more.
Some of the respondents without RPL information also wanted a more personal 
approach to the information to ensure it reaches them:
 - RPL should be notified by e-mail.
 - Information through the UEF e-mail.
 - Facebook.
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These suggestions and others provided by both the non-participants and the RPL 
participants will be analysed in more detail in the next subsection.
6.4.3 Students’ suggestions for improving RPL information and 
guidance
In addition to the suggestions provided above by non-participants who felt they 
had not received RPL information anywhere, also other students of Business and 
Economics in this study provided development points to enhance the RPL information 
and guidance regarding the ESP exemption examination possibility at the UEF 
Language Centre. For instance, information about RPL to be provided during the 
ESP courses was mentioned as a possibility by both the non-participants (see previous 
subsection) and the RPL participants in their interviews:
 - You [re: the ESP lecturer] have that chance whenever you have an ESP course. I 
think it could be promoted already there, just to say there’s this opportunity as 
well, if you feel you’re good at English. (M7)
 - It could be advertised, I’m not sure if it contradicts the idea [of RPL] but if in the 
first lesson there’d be a clear announcement that there is this possibility. (M1)
Also e-mail correspondence was mentioned as a potential method of communication 
especially aimed at students previously assessed to have good skills in ESP:
 - For instance, those who do well in the previous course, or if you [re: the ESP 
lecturer) notice that there’s a good student in the first course, you would send him 
a message that hey, you’ve done really well, would you like to take the exemption 
exam, it’s this day and send the requirements. A little bit like direct marketing. 
(M7)
However, some RPL participants in the interview data were also critical of advertising 
RPL as they viewed it was a student’s responsibility to find and obtain information 
about the RPL opportunity:
 - I think it’s enough that the information is clearly online and accessible some-
where like the study guide. I don’t think it needs to be advertised. I mean it’s easy 
to understand when you find it there. And maybe those who feel they won’t ben-
efit from the course will actively look for that option so that any kind of general 
advertising could make it even worse. (M8)
E-mail communication to selected students, while a practical suggestion, may prove to 
be against the principle of equal treatment of all students at the university, and against 
the fact that at Finnish universities application to an RPL process is the responsibility 
of and instigated by the student (Ministry of Education 2007, 46). Further, e-mail 
correspondence from the UEF Language Centre to students of a certain study 
programme such as Business and Economics can also be challenging to organise 
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as all students in a similar position, i.e. all students at UEF, would require equal 
treatment. Therefore, if students of Business and Economics were e-mailed about 
the ESP exemption examination opportunity, the process would arguably have to be 
repeated for all other students at the university to ensure equal treatment. E-mail 
communication is also further complicated by the UEF Business School’s policy that 
all communication regarding study matters should be sent through the programme’s 
message board at the UEF intranet18 (Piel, personal communication on November 7, 
2013). Thus advertising the ESP exemption examinations on the message board for 
students of Business and Economics would require compiling similar messages for 
all the other message boards for various study programmes at UEF, and making this 
decision would also affect other LSP courses at the UEF Language Centre so that 
information regarding RPL processes for Swedish, Finnish speech communication 
or Finnish written communication courses would have to be submitted with similar 
methods via similar communication channels.
However, visibility of already existent RPL information outlets and locations would 
also need to be increased based on some of the suggestions by the non-participants 
as some referred to places where information about RPL for ESP was already visible:
 - It would be good to talk about RPL in the first-year info sessions.
 - At the beginning of studies there should be some kind of info session.
 - In the orientation week.
 - Either a general info session and [sic] a clear introduction on the website.
All first-year students at UEF begin their studies with an orientation week which 
does include a separate session for language and communication studies (kieli-info 
in Finnish). Students of Business and Economics in fact have a two-hour session 
due to the extent of their LSP studies whereas other programmes manage with a 
one-hour session. During the session information is provided about all the ESP 
courses and their RPL options, for both formal learning and non-formal and informal 
learning, making it in essence the first main contact with RPL for ESP studies for 
students of Business and Economics. However, while the information session by the 
UEF Language Centre is part of the orientation week programme, attendance is not 
mandatory or controlled so inevitably some students may miss the information session 
and thus also the RPL information. However, the extensive amount of information 
provided during the orientation week for first-year students can also create challenges 
so that content relating to RPL may have been heard but not necessarily remembered, 
an issue mentioned also in the interview data by one RPL participant:
I think it’s silly trying to tell the first-years something important, there’s no point 
in telling them in the first week. They won’t remember when there are four hours 
of infos every day where everyone says these and these things are important. The 
only thing they remember is, ‘I have to do these things this week that I can actu-
18  http://www.uef.fi/fi/intra/uef/opiskelijoiden-viestiryhmat
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ally study here’. I think it’s a bad idea to tell them anything else. So in the courses 
instead, that’s where I’d use it more. (M7)
Other outlets for RPL information already in use at UEF, i.e. UEF’s designated RPL 
website, the UEF Language Centre’s RPL website, study guides, WebOodi and course 
descriptions (cf. section 3.5) were also mentioned as suggestions by non-participants, 
indicating that visibility in these already existent sources would need to be increased:
 - Clearer and more precise information to the university website.
 - The exemption exam should be more visible in the study guide and WebOodi.
 - A mention in WebOodi with the course description or some visible place might 
work.
However, on the whole from the suggestions of both the RPL participants and the non-
participants it can be inferred that more explicit mentions of RPL at the beginning of 
the ESP courses or during them would reach students of Business and Economics at 
UEF more effectively and therefore increase their awareness of the ESP exemption 
examination possibility and the concept of RPL in general for all three ESP courses 
included in the Bachelor’s degree. While the ESP exemption examination days 
are set in advance for each semester, resulting in the days often taking place after 
ESP courses for Business and Economics for that semester have begun, informing 
students more in the courses about future examination opportunities for upcoming 
ESP courses would appear to be beneficial to increase the level of RPL information 
and guidance.
In addition, more specific information about the examination content and 
exercises prior to registration would enhance students’ awareness of the process 
since despite the self-assessment questions detailing the various aspects of ESP 
proficiency required in the examinations, and the specific instructions sent to the 
participants prior to the examination day, many RPL participants still wished for more 
specific information and/or materials or links to be available on the UEF Language 
Centre website to enable a clearer view of the examination proceedings prior to even 
registering for the examination:
I would need some more… being the thorough person that I am, I would like to 
map out my learning in advance and maybe refresh some things so there could 
be more guidance and for example links to access materials that would guide the 
preparation. (F1) 
It would be good to have more information about what the exams include, for ex-
ample on the Language Centre website. It would help, considerably. After all, that 
kind of process requires a little bit of preparation, you can’t go in all unprepared. 
Or at least it’s easier when you’ve had chance to prepare for it in advance. (M9)
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6.4.4 RPL participants’ perceptions of the examination as the RPL 
method
Another point of interest with the RPL participants in this study concerned the use 
of the exemption examination in the demonstration of prior non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP. As discussed in section 3.4, the Finnish national recommendations 
for the recognition of non-formal and informal language learning at HEIs (appendix 
2) allow for various options, including examinations, portfolios, interviews, learning 
diaries, expert lectures or any combination deemed most appropriate by the language 
centre and the RPL assessors. Examinations or tests such as the ESP exemption 
examinations for Business and Economics at UEF are currently the most common 
RPL method for the non-formal and informal learning of ESP at Finnish university 
language centres (Anttila et al. 2014, 3–7). However, because of the variety of potential 
methods, all the RPL participants in this study were also asked about their perceptions 
of the examination, the overall process of the one-day exemption examination and 
potential preference for any other RPL method(s).
Most of the RPL participants appeared to feel positively about the course-specific 
examination as the RPL method for assessing the students’ ESP proficiency from 
various angles consistent with the course learning outcomes as evidenced by the 
interview data:
I think it was good on the whole, that it looks at what the student can do in a ver-
satile way. (F3)
This examination situation, in my opinion, is maybe the best for the student that 
it requires preparation but it’s one clear thing that you come to and then you do it, 
and you pass or you don’t, based on what you do. (M4)
Many RPL participants also appeared to appreciate the one-day application of the 
examination in that the completion of the examination could be managed within a 
single day:
Well, I don’t know how to handle it better. I think it’s good to have it in one day, a 
compact all-at-once. (M1)
I would guess that this exam was the easiest way for me. I mean doing it in one 
day. (F2)
This perception corresponds with the pilot study results (Tuomainen 2014, 38) 
according to which all the RPL participants (N=5) felt very favourably about the one-
day examination process. Many participants in this study also appeared to appreciate 
the communicative and collective nature of the examinations where students attending 
the same examination were performing the oral tasks with the other participants and 
the ESP lecturer/RPL assessor as the audience, rather than having to perform the 
tasks only to the lecturer:
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But it’s nice when you’re not all alone so that you have the small group to perform 
to and you get proper feedback and you can be intensively in that moment because 
there are others in the same situation there. Somehow if it were just you [re: the 
ESP lecturer] and me, it could be more nerve-wracking so it’s nice to have other 
people too. It’s a bit like a performance, not like an exam. (F3)
I think the situation is pretty natural, it helped to have another student there, there 
could’ve even been more, it brought a kind of natural interactive context to the 
situation. (F4)
As the number of students in the audience is always dependent on how many students 
attend the ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics on the day, some 
students delivering their required presentation may in fact only have the lecturer and 
one or two other students in the audience, while on another examination day there 
may be several more in the audience, as transpired during the four examination days 
during the two-year data collection period. This could be argued to place students in 
the ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics in different situations 
yet very little can be done as prior to the registration closing it is difficult to estimate 
how many students will be attending each examination.
In the interviews (N=13) the RPL participants also shared their views on their 
preferred method to demonstrate prior learning of ESP when provided the alternatives 
outlined by the national recommendations for language and communication proficiency 
(appendix 2). The portfolio and potential subsequent interview, in use for instance at 
the University of Helsinki Language Centre, the largest language centre in Finland, 
would have been a favourable option for four interviewees (n=4) who emphasised 
preferring more time for writing tasks or wished to complete a larger assignment at 
home. However, one of the four also reiterated the need for oral presentations as part 
of all the current ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics:
If you could replace it [re: the exam] with something then the portfolio sounds good 
but then on the other hand I think in Finland you need to practice performing. And 
it shouldn’t be left out just because someone might feel uncomfortable because there 
sure won’t be less of it when you start your working life. (F3)
The rest of the RPL participants in the interviews (n=9) appeared to directly or 
indirectly question the use of a portfolio for a number of reasons, including remaining 
unconvinced that a portfolio and interview process would assess course-specific 
learning outcomes in a similar way as the activities used in the ESP course and the 
exemption examination:
I don’t know, I may be a little old-fashioned but if you think that the course is in the 
curriculum and everyone has to complete the same course then I think the learning 
should be what is covered in the course. That… well, I think it’s important that the 
content is the same. (M7)
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If the course content includes things like giving a sales speech and job interviews 
and such, I don’t know if you could demonstrate it with like, a language portfolio 
or a learning diary, what does it actually say about your skills […] would it have 
shown the real skills in the same way? (M9)
The activities in the exam should be what they are in the course, I think. It’s not the 
same thing if you put together some texts, or may have had time for years to write 
them and fix them and then who knows if you’ve even written all of them yourself 
[…] the exam situation is authentic, you have your own paper and only you are 
writing on it and the exercises are the same for everyone. (M6) 
Similar concerns regarding the authenticity of portfolio texts and materials were also 
a pressing point among the ESP teaching staff at the UEF Language Centre when 
decisions were made about the designated RPL method for non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP, with the decision ultimately resulting in the exemption examinations. 
The use of examination activities that very closely resemble the activities performed 
on the corresponding course was also based on European and Finnish policy 
recommendations of utilising similar methods and criteria in the validation of non-
formal and informal learning as in the related formal learning course (European 
Commission 2011, 19; Ministry of Education 2007, 25). On the other hand, it could be 
argued that working on a portfolio process, learning diaries or the European Language 
Portfolio would entice more reflection from the RPL participants and allow students 
to utilise their language learning in a comprehensive manner if they were to compile 
evidence of their prior lifelong learning of ESP, EBP and EAP.
However, several RPL participants were concerned about the fairness and the 
validity of the RPL assessment if non-formal and informal learning were assessed 
with methods different from the equivalent course assessment methods, particularly 
as the ESP courses for Business and Economics entail the numerical 1–5 assessment:
I don’t think it’s fair, if you bring a portfolio or something, I mean what grade will 
you [re: the ESP lecturer] give that person? How do you compare it with anything 
if your assessment criteria are based on the course, it’s not possible. Or at least it’s 
not equal for the students. I would imagine it’s after all the aim of these teaching 
systems and such that it’s equal for all students. (M7)
The exam I think is a categorically good test of your language skills. In any other 
methods I’d guess there might be a problem that the level varies a lot. (M8)
All the other stuff sounds pretty subjective to me. (M4)
The student comments reflect previous studies on RPL assessment where methods 
such as portfolios have been viewed as potentially biased in assessment, influenced 
by the RPL assessor’s personal and professional ideologies and from the students’ 
perspective viewed as unfair (Armsby, Costley & Garrett 2006, 377; Hamer 2012, 115; 
Stenlund 2010, 793; 2012, 185). Some RPL participants in this study also referred to a 
potential portfolio process as superficial or labour-intensive without being authentic:
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Creating a portfolio at home would feel a little silly and superficial. (F1)
The portfolio [in another RPL process] was pretty badly executed in my opinion. 
What you had to compile was a bit phony. And in the instructions it said they should 
be authentic situations but it doesn’t work, in my opinion. Maybe for some but not 
in my work. (M3)
If you had to put together a portfolio it might end up being as much work or nearly 
as much work [as the course] which would minimise why people even come to RPL 
in the first place. (M8)
The last comment reflects the notion in RPL policies and theory that an RPL process 
should not be more demanding than the formal learning or require a work input 
that equals the completion of the formal learning (Werquin 2010, 80–81). Portfolios 
in RPL have also been previously criticised for being demanding and even leading 
RPL claimants to be critical of the RPL process and the assessors (Cleary et al. 2002, 
12; Osman 2006, 212; Peters 2005, 280), similarly to some of the comments by the 
RPL participants in this study. However, portfolios have been used successfully in 
RPL processes throughout the EHEA and also in the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP at Finnish university and UAS language centres (e.g. Airola 
2012a; Lehtonen 2011) so the merits of portfolios and subsequent interviews as the 
RPL method cannot be dismissed.
6.4.5 Non-participants’ perceptions of the examination as the RPL 
method
To evaluate the functionality of the examination as the RPL method at the UEF 
Language Centre for prior learning of ESP, it was also necessary to investigate how 
students of Business and Economics who had not participated in the exemption 
examinations perceived the method and if the examination was indeed a threshold 
or a barrier to attending the RPL process as some RPL participants in this study had 
speculated.
Therefore the non-participants (N=105) were in the electronic survey (appendix 
7, item 16) asked about their preferred method(s) for demonstrating non-formal and 
informal learning of ESP, under the assumption that some may have preferred a 
method other than the examination. The respondents were provided a selection of 
options based on the national recommendations for language and communication 
studies (appendix 2), including examination, portfolio and interview, expert lecture, 
European Language Portfolio, learning diary, on-the-job observation, an individually 
tailored method or no preference of the method. The results are presented in table 
6.10.
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Table 6.10. Non-participants’ preferred RPL method for ESP (N=188)
Preferred RPL method for ESP Male Female Frequency Percentage
Examination 41 25 66 35 %
Portfolio + interview 15 14 29 16 %
Individually tailored method 11 14 25 13 %
No preference 10 7 17 9 %
Learning diary 7 8 15 8 %
On-the-job observation 8 7 15 8 %
European Language Portfolio 6 7 13 7 %
Expert lecture 4 4 8 4 %
Total 102 86 188 100 %
As can be seen from the results, most non-participants preferred the ESP 
exemption examination for Business and Economics as the method of assessment 
(n=66), with over a third of all selections. In this data there was no significant statistical 
difference between the non-participant men and women in the preference of the 
examination as the RPL method for ESP (χ2(1) = 2.535, p > 0.05). This result coincides 
with interview data from the UEF Business School academic advisors (Karhapää, 
personal communication on December 2, 2013; Piel, personal communication on 
November 7, 2013) who both felt the ESP exemption examination system in place at 
the UEF Language Centre for Business and Economics students was functioning well. 
Of the 66 selections for the examination by the non-participants 45 were single-
option choices, indicating that 43 % of the non-participant respondents were solely 
in favour of the current exemption examination system. However, as there was no 
open-ended question to gauge the reasons why the respondents preferred the selected 
method(s), it is challenging to speculate why the non-participants were mostly in 
favour of the examination rather than the alternative options. However, through a 
cross-tabulation of the non-participant respondent variables it could be determined 
that 28 of the 66 respondents (42 %) and 19 of the 45 single-option respondents (42 %) 
had already completed all three ESP courses for Business and Economics, and from 
this it could be inferred that students who had already completed their required ESP 
courses appeared to be mostly in favour of the existing RPL method, potentially to 
ensure that current and future students of Business and Economics at UEF would be 
offered the same treatment or options for the completion of the ESP courses as they 
had been during their studies.
The second most frequently selected RPL option for the non-participants was 
the portfolio and interview method (n=29), yet only four of the respondents were 
exclusively in favour of the portfolio and interview, with the others selecting multiple 
options for their preferred methods. In fact, 16 of the 29 (55 %) preferring a portfolio 
and interview process had also selected the examination as a potential method, which 
may indicate that some of the non-participants may have preferred a choice between 
either participating in the ESP exemption examination or completing a portfolio 
and interview process. However, again, without further qualitative data to confirm 
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any such conclusions, this remains a speculation. Yet as a portfolio can be seen as 
an effective method of reflective self-assessment (Kohonen 2009, 25), some of the 
non-participants may have preferred a more narrative and contemplative manner of 
exploring their prior learning in connection with the ESP/EBP/EAP learning outcomes, 
and again with examples existing of successful RPL processes with portfolios in both 
the European HE context (Doherty 2012; Watkins, Marsick & de Álava 2014) and the 
Finnish language centre context (Airola 2012a; Lehtonen 2011), the portfolio could 
also pose a viable option for the RPL method at the UEF Language Centre.
As the non-participants in the electronic survey (appendix 7) were able to select 
as many suitable options as possible from the list of RPL methods provided, the 
single-option responses highlighted only the examination in any significant manner 
(n=45), with other single-option selections in addition to the portfolio and interview 
(n=4) being for the learning diary (n=1) and the European Language Portfolio (n=1). 
Therefore non-participants who preferred a method other than the exemption 
examination appeared to be relatively open to any alternative method and possibly 
would have preferred several options or an individually tailored option to be offered. 
After all, some Finnish HEIs do offer students an RPL choice between a portfolio and 
interview process, an exemption examination or an otherwise tailored demonstration 
method to suit the student and the learning outcomes (Haapoja & Heikkilä 2009, 66), 
which could in effect also include the on-the-job observation method for students 
employed full-time during their studies.
Further, the presence of the European Language Portfolio (ELP) in the non-
participant method selections (n=13) is also encouraging from a lifelong language 
learning perspective since the ELP could be utilised to increase learner self-
assessment in connection with the course-specific learning outcomes and the student’s 
own progress with ESP, EBP and EAP also in relation to formal learning since the 
ELP enables documenting language skills and development both from the student’s 
own perspective and those of the teachers and educational authorities (Hildén & 
Kantelinen 2012, 168; Kohonen 2009, 20). Thus the ELP, although still somewhat 
sparsely used in the HE context, could be seen as a valid RPL option for ESP to enhance 
student’s self-assessment skills in relation to academic and field-specific language and 
communication proficiency and its recognition as part of lifelong language learning.
However, in practice providing a variety of options for the exemption process for 
individual ESP courses for Business and Economics at the UEF Language Centre may 
be problematic as students at HEIs should be treated equally and as the RPL process 
is a voluntary one throughout the EHEA. Therefore it would be reasonable to offer 
either only one consistent RPL method or a choice between two relatively similar or 
equal methods, such as either the ESP exemption examinations for those to whom 
time-efficiency is of the essence, and the portfolio and interview for those who prefer to 
work independently and with more relaxed time constraints, or who may have already 
completed a larger writing project such as a thesis in English. However, it could also be 
argued that the ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics at the UEF 
Language Centre are also an opportunity for students to demonstrate their relevant 
learning regardless of where and when it has been acquired, effectively placing all 
students in the RPL process for non-formal and informal learning in the same position.
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7 Conclusions
This concluding chapter presents first in section 7.1 a reflective summary of the main 
findings of the study and an assessment of my position as the practitioner and insider 
researcher in this study. Section 7.2 will further evaluate the validity, reliability and 
legitimisation of the research premise and process in relation to mixed methods 
research and phenomenography, while section 7.3 will discuss some of the main 
implications of this study and development points regarding the RPL process and the 
ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics at the UEF Language Centre 
based on the student perceptions and overall findings. This chapter and this study will 
be concluded with section 7.4 and suggestions for further study in the field of English for 
specific purposes, the recognition of prior learning in a HE context and non-formal and 
informal learning of academic and field-specific language and communication skills.
7.1 R E FL E C T I V E S U M M A RY O F T H E M A I N F I N D I N G S
The rationale for this study was to examine the non-formal and informal language 
learning environments of Finnish university students of Business and Economics at 
the University of Eastern Finland and their perceptions of non-formal and informal 
learning of ESP and its recognition process (RPL) in light of the existing practices at 
the University of Eastern Finland Language Centre. As recognising non-formal and 
informal learning can be seen as validating the efforts of students, enhancing their self-
esteem and signifying the process of lifelong learning, this research project required a 
student- and learning-centric perspective. While much of previous RPL research in the 
Finnish HE context has highlighted quality control and administrative issues, this type 
of research from a practitioner approach and an RPL participant and non-participant 
perspective aimed to provide an end-user impression and thus an opportunity to 
concretely develop the RPL practices for HE language and communication studies 
particularly with ESP at the UEF Language Centre but thus also elsewhere at Finnish 
language centres and subsequently also at other European HEIs.
While the main subjects of this study, the RPL participants were relatively few 
in numbers (N=21), they can still be argued to represent in a reliable and versatile 
manner the heterogeneous student population of the UEF Business School and 
therefore provide a valid perspective of the perceptions students of Business and 
Economics at UEF have regarding non-formal and informal learning of ESP and its 
RPL process and implementation and RPL in general. The purposeful non-random 
sample of the RPL participants was inherently tied to the total number of students 
attending the ESP exemption examinations in the years 2013 and 2014. A longer 
data collection period would have naturally provided more subjects but the 21 RPL 
participants within this study can be argued to represent a reliable sample due to their 
varying background variables, educational histories and work experiences, division 
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between the two UEF campuses, thematic areas of Business and Economics and 
their extensive experiences of learning ESP in a variety of non-formal and informal 
learning environments. 
The research base for Finnish business students’ use of English outside their 
studies is sparse but this study, with limited in scope and scale, can be argued to 
demonstrate variety in the exposure to English in Finnish society, the RPL participants’ 
overall positive attitude towards English, prolific potential for work experience and 
thus also for workplace and experiential learning of ESP/EBP. This combined with the 
prominent use of English-language literature and other materials in the Business and 
Economics studies at the UEF Business School has meant that many students studying 
Business and Economics at UEF can be in command of versatile skills in English, 
including relevant field-specific and academic ESP/EBP/EAP competence matching 
the expressed learning outcomes for the ESP courses required in the Bachelor’s degree. 
Many of the RPL participants had actively sought effective acquisition methods for the 
development of their ESP proficiency, including ESP courses but also opportunities 
outside the classroom in a variety of non-formal and informal learning situations to 
use English proactively as a tool for communicative purposes, similarly to university 
business students elsewhere in the EHEA (cf. Trinder 2013, 9).
As explored through the first research question of this study, for their non-formal 
and informal learning of ESP and EBP the RPL participants highlighted environments 
and elements such as:
 - Learning ESP/EBP through reading academic and field-specific texts 
outside the classroom setting;
 - Learning ESP/EBP through work;
 - Learning ESP/EBP through everyday activities; and
 - Associating ESP/EBP with general English proficiency.
Therefore all the RPL participants (N=21) and particularly the interview participants 
(N=13) on whose interview transcripts the phenomenographic analysis on the 
perceptions of non-formal and informal learning of ESP was primarily based, 
all specified several and varying non-formal and particularly informal learning 
environments. As could be seen from the categories of description in the results, the 
role of informal learning appeared to be particularly significant but interestingly 
there were also connotations to formal learning through the prolificacy of reading 
academic and business-specific texts to study and research purposes. Therefore while 
learning ESP through reading in these instances expressed by the RPL participants 
was not connected to formal learning of ESP/EBP/EAP, it could be seen as connected 
to formal learning of Business and Economics so that the barriers between formal 
and informal learning were blurred, as were the barriers between ESP and subject 
studies in Business and Economics. 
Consequently this study appears to reflect the notion shared by many adult 
learning and lifelong learning scholars that there is little difference between formal 
learning and non-formal and informal learning (Billett 2002, 57; Colley, Hodkinson & 
Malcolm 2006, 60; McGivney 1999, 1), at least from a student perspective. As the RPL 
participants in this study had embarked upon and engaged in a variety of learning 
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situations and opportunities to develop their proficiency of ESP, EBP and EAP, many 
of these environments were intertwined and overlapping with what is typically 
considered formal and informal learning. In the categories of description emerging 
from the interviews, while hierarchical as per the principles of phenomenographic 
analysis (Marton & Booth 1997, 125), there was also no one particular non-formal 
or informal learning environment that was more prolific or overpowering than the 
others. Instead ESP proficiency had been developed through a variety of situations, 
experiences and environments, both within a formal educational setting and outside 
the classroom, in the workplace, whether short-term or full-time, and in the myriad 
of English-language experiences adult learners can be exposed to in today’s global, 
technological and social world.
The settings of particularly informal learning of ESP appeared to be so varied and 
manifold and the possibilities in today’s advanced learning environments seemingly 
so endless that it is perhaps more appropriate to think of formal learning and informal 
learning of ESP not as separate entities but as attributes present in all contexts of 
lifelong language learning. As an ESP lecturer/RPL assessor and through the results 
obtained in this study, I believe new knowledge, concepts and skills in relation to 
academic and field-specific English are best learned and acquired when encountered 
and practiced in a variety of contexts, both inside and outside the classroom. 
Therefore to artificially assign labels to formal or informal learning appears 
somewhat superficial as the type of learning in connection with ESP, EBP and EAP 
appears to have little significance to the adult and young adult students of Business 
and Economics at UEF. The name or the type of the learning environment seemed 
to have little impact on the students in this study; what mattered were the functions 
of learning and how each language learner and language user had gained the most 
from the practice or experiences most suitable to them, be it spending time in online 
environments, discussing with family or friends, reading for study purposes or listening 
to online recordings. The RPL participants in this study had no difficulty in explicating 
and sharing what they felt were meaningful lifelong and life-wide language learning 
experiences outside the classroom in the development of their ESP proficiency, without 
labels or concerns about the level of formality or informality of the learning. 
However, as investigated through the second research question of the study 
and seen in the results, students of Business and Economics at UEF had varying 
perceptions of RPL and various reasons for participating in the recognition process 
for their non-formal and informal learning of ESP at the UEF Language Centre, and 
not all of them strictly learning-related. As the categories of description related to 
RPL demonstrated, many RPL participants were guided by the time-saving aspect 
of RPL, even though many were already in their 4th, 5th or even 6th year of completing 
their Bachelor’s degrees. Therefore the time-efficiency aspect with RPL for many of 
the participants in this study appeared not to concern completing their HE studies 
more quickly, as Werquin (2010, 7) has suggested as a fundamental benefit of RPL, 
but instead opting for the RPL option because of time-constraints in their studies and 
the required attendance in the ESP courses. Many RPL participants were working 
either full-time or part-time while attending the RPL process for their ESP studies 
and working during university studies is in Finland considered a primary reason for 
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delayed graduation (Melin et al. 2015, 45; Merenluoto & Lindberg 2012, 133; Ministry 
of Education and Culture 2010, 6). Therefore based on this study it would seem that 
many RPL participants of Business and Economics utilised the RPL demonstration 
for their ESP courses more readily towards the end of their studies rather than at 
the beginning particularly for the time-effectiveness of the process compared to 
attending the formal learning course(s) at the UEF Language Centre. However, 
although the results indicated that participation in RPL for ESP was often based on 
practical reasons, behind the reasons lay valid and versatile prior learning of ESP that 
the RPL participants had a well-founded right to demonstrate and have recognised 
since most of them passed their ESP exemption examinations.
In this study of RPL in the Finnish university language centre context the issue of 
saving time with RPL was also inherently tied to the RPL method, i.e. the one-day ESP 
exemption examinations. The ESP exemption examination system itself in place at 
the UEF Language Centre, as was the focus of the third research question of the study, 
appeared to be mostly a favourable and functional RPL method for many students of 
Business and Economics, including those without RPL experience of ESP who also 
mostly preferred the current system despite a presupposition that non-participants 
may have preferred an alternative RPL method. While the results of this study will 
invite discussion among the ESP staff at the UEF Language Centre on the RPL 
methods for ESP and a closer inspection of the ESP exemption examination system 
and process for students of Business and Economics and possibly for students in other 
study programmes, it is also encouraging that most of the RPL participants perceived 
the examination system as a suitable and convenient way to assess and recognise 
their prior learning of ESP, and that adequate information and guidance about the 
process and the examinations themselves prior to attending the examination day had 
been received, although development points and suggestions for improving the self-
assessment questions and the general RPL information were also provided. 
Knowledge about the possibility for the RPL demonstration itself appeared to reach 
the students of Business and Economics at UEF via varying paths but in this context 
of a university with the national highest percentage of distance learning students, the 
results indicated the need for clear, precise and easily accessible information about the 
RPL process for ESP in online materials such as the UEF Language Centre website, 
the UEF student study register WebOodi and also in the study guides provided by the 
UEF Business School. At the other end of the spectrum, however, the results indicated 
that more information about the ESP exemption examinations should be provided in 
conjunction with the formal learning ESP courses and perhaps through the peer tutors, 
as suggested by both the RPL participants and the non-participants in this study. 
7. 2 E VA LUAT I O N O F T H E S T U DY
While the focus of this study was student and learner-centric, the validity and 
reliability of this study rely solely on myself as the researcher. The selection of the topic 
for this study was based on my work with ESP in a Finnish university context since 
2002, my experiences with students of Business and Economics and my professional 
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interests in non-formally and informally developed ESP proficiency and the RPL 
process for ESP at my institution. Having been involved with the teaching and testing 
of ESP for various study programmes for over a decade and with the ESP exemption 
examinations for Business and Economics at the UEF Language Centre from their 
beginning in 2011, I was aware that the examinations, while functional and typically 
appreciated by those students who attended them, were not perfect yet an effective 
way to develop them would be from the perspective of the participants, the students. 
Because of my position at the UEF Language Centre as an ESP lecturer and RPL 
assessor involved with the ESP exemption examinations, this research was inherently 
practitioner research and insider research as I was investigating my own university 
and students (Mercer 2007; Trowler 2012), which also created significant potential for 
researcher bias. While this study allowed me the advantages of practitioner and insider 
research with the convenience of data collection, access to the research situation and 
relevance of the research topic (Mercer 2007, 6; Punch 2009, 43–44), I also had to be 
conscious and constantly aware of the potential subjectivity and ethical complications 
in relation to issues such as study subjects, power relations, professional practice and 
institutional policies (cf. Drake & Heath 2011, 53–56).
To counter the subjectivity and researcher bias, throughout the research process 
I employed strategies to ensure the credibility of the research such as including 
internal and external supervision to encourage reflexivity and constant monitoring 
of my practices during the process and data collection (Johnson & Christensen 2012, 
265; Smyth & Holian 2008, 42–43). At all stages of the data collection, while involved as 
both the researcher and the ESP lecturer/RPL assessor, I emphasised the anonymity 
and the objectivity of the research data to encourage the RPL participants and the 
non-participants, some of whom I was previously familiar with, to provide honest 
and unrestricted views about their learning of ESP, opinions about RPL and their 
experiences with the ESP exemption examinations. 
Therefore despite my own subjective premise for this study, throughout the 
research process and in its end result, this written contribution, I attempted to the 
best of my ability to document and justify my choices to allow the reader to follow and 
evaluate the quality of the results and mixed methods related inferences as well as the 
consistency of my interpretations. With the use of the mixed methods research design 
I attempted to minimise any bias in the data so that the use of several methods for 
the two groups of Business and Economics students at UEF, the RPL participants and 
the non-participants and although purposefully sampled, would lessen the validity 
issues affecting the methods and particularly the qualitative interviews. Conversely, 
the potential threat to the measurement validity in this study, the low response rate of 
14.3 % in the electronic survey for the non-participants, was also countered with the 
qualitative components in the survey items. However, ideally the qualitative data in 
this study would have been more extensive to allow for more sophisticated statistical 
analysis to be conducted so that while respondent numbers could not be influenced 
beyond the measures already taken, adopting more Likert-scale items to both the 
questionnaire for the RPL participants (appendix 4) and the electronic survey for 
the non-participants (appendix 7) would have produced more numerical data for 
statistical analysis.
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Overall it could be argued that the research process included conscious monitoring 
of the construct validity of the study, i.e. the permeation of validity in all phases of 
the process (Leech, Dellinger, Brannagan & Tanaka 2010, 20). This approach included 
the carefully considered use of rigorous, consistent and transparent methods, 
instruments and procedures for the data collection and analysis in all phases of the 
study, as well as the selection of participants consistent with the overall purpose of 
the study. The mixed methods process ultimately yielded meta-inferences grounded 
in both the quantitative and qualitative data and analysis, as presented in the chapter 
“Results and Discussion”, with attention paid throughout to interpretative and 
theoretical consistency, interpretive distinctiveness and integrative efficacy (Teddlie 
& Tashakkori 2009, 302–308).
To reduce potential threats to the validity of this study, I also approached and 
conducted this study with consideration of the levels of legitimisation employed 
frequently in the assessment of mixed methods research (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 
2011, 22; Johnson & Christensen 2012, 273–275; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson 2006, 57), and 
this study can be argued to represent five levels of legitimisation: sample integration, 
inside-outside, weakness minimisation, paradigmatic mixing, and multiple validities, 
explicated in more detail in table 7.1.
Table 7.1. Five legitimisation checks for the study (adapted from Onwuegbuzie & Johnson 
2006, 57)
Level of legitimisation Description and connection to this study
Sample integration The relationship between the quantitative and the qualitative sampling designs in 
this study can be argued to yield quality meta-inferences.
Inside-outside (emic-etic) The researcher has attempted to accurately present and appropriately utilise the 
insider’s view (as a practitioner and insider researcher) and the observers’ views (per-
ceptions of the participants) for purposes such as description and explanation, also 
with the use of accurate reporting of description information.
Weakness minimisation The weakness from one approach (e.g. only QUAN) has been compensated twice with 
the selection of the initial mixed methods design QUAN + QUAL and consequently 
supplemented with the sequential phase → quan since issues requiring more data 
were raised during the initial data collection process.
Paradigmatic mixing The researcher’s paradigmatic approach through pragmatism and phenomenogra-
phy have been the foundation for the selection of the quantitative and qualitative 
approaches and the overall research design.
Multiple validities The overall research validity has been the result of quantitative, qualitative and mixed 
validity types as documented in the research process and also narrated in the evalua-
tion section of the study.
As this study also employed phenomenography as the qualitative approach so as to 
highlight the significance of student perceptions in relation to non-formal and informal 
learning and its recognition, the validity of this study from a phenomenographic 
standpoint should also be evaluated. Generalisability, for instance, is rarely the 
target of phenomenographic research which typically focuses on a small number of 
individuals chosen from a particular population (Marton & Booth 1997, 125), such as 
in this study. Therefore critics of phenomenography often voice concern about the 
potential lack of validity, lack of prediction and researcher bias (Bowden 2000, 1), 
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with Uljens (1996, 125) maintaining that data and results from phenomenographic 
methods are ultimately a result of a phenomenographic reduction connected to the 
researcher’s own understanding of the content, i.e. an explication of the researcher’s 
experience of the data only assumed to represent the conceptions of the participants. 
On the other hand Ashworth and Lucas (1998, 417) have argued that the conceptions 
of students investigated through phenomenography are those that would be expressed 
even if unaided yet the research process requires the medium and the inevitable 
interpretation of the researcher.
To ensure the views and conceptions of the students, and not my own, were 
represented as the results and inferences in this study, throughout the research 
process I consciously applied bracketing, which in phenomenography refers to setting 
aside prior assumptions about the nature of the phenomenon under study (Ashworth 
& Lucas 1998, 418; 2000, 297; Bowden 2005, 15; Marton 1994, 4428). The purpose was 
thus to give voice to the perceptions of the students through e.g. descriptive validity 
of using direct quotations of the participants’ interviews and interpretative validity of 
accurately portraying the meanings of the participants’ viewpoints and experiences 
(Johnson & Christensen 2012, 265–266).
Traditionally phenomenographic research has also encouraged reliability 
through the eyes of many, i.e. interjudge reliability (Säljö 1988, 45) so that ideally a 
team of researchers would be involved in the analysis of the interview transcripts 
and the generation of the categories of description. However, more recently 
scholars have questioned the reliability of involving several individuals and their 
several interpretations, with Sandberg (1996, 134) viewing interjudge reliability as 
questionable as it can hinder the achievement of faithful categories of description and 
instead potentially create theoretical and methodological inconsistency. Also Prosser 
(2000, 44) has claimed the use of two or more researchers in phenomenography may 
be beneficial in the actual interview stage but is inherently more problematic in the 
constitution of the categories of description, with Åkerlind (2005, 70) also emphasising 
that substantial contributions to phenomenographic research can be accomplished by 
an individual researcher solely in charge of the interview data collection and analysis, 
particularly in doctoral dissertation projects such as this study.
Nevertheless, at least one shortcoming in this study with regard to purely 
phenomenographic research must be admitted. In the questionnaire (appendix 
4) RPL participants were asked about their experiences of developing academic 
and field-specific English outside the classroom and some typical non-formal and 
informal learning environments were listed in the questionnaire to entice an influx of 
experiences, situations and responses. In the subsequent interviews (appendix 6) with 
the same RPL participants the more expansive and detailed descriptions of their non-
formal and informal learning environments provided by the same RPL participants 
can therefore be argued to have been at least in some respects guided and influenced 
by the earlier questionnaire process. Therefore the purpose of the interviews in this 
mixed methods study was not to be the sole source of typology concerning non-formal 
and informal learning and RPL as in a purely single-method phenomenographic 
study, but to function as a qualitative method with a phenomenographic approach to 
reach a deeper understanding of the students’ experiences, perceptions and situations 
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they conveyed as inherently associated with non-formal and informal learning of ESP. 
Also, because of the implicit and flexible nature of informal learning, it is unlikely 
that this study’s data collection methods were able to capture all the varieties of tacit, 
incidental or unintentional informal learning acquired by the participants, and some 
may argue, as e.g. Dismore et al. (2011, 317) have, that informal or tacit learning does 
not even require explication or description as it has value in itself. Yet there was 
purportedly also value in discovering a selection of non-formal and informal learning 
environments for ESP learning to better understand how university students today 
learn field-specific language and communication skills.
 
7. 3 I M PL I C AT I O N S O F T H E F I N D I N G S FO R PR AC T I C E
As one of the main aims of this study was to describe the ESP exemption examination 
system currently in place at the UEF Language Centre for students of Business and 
Economics, the research process and results of this study also invite contemplation 
of the implications of the study for the practices in place and how to develop them 
further with the RPL policies and principles, the student experiences and suggestions 
and the enhancement of lifelong language learning in mind.
For instance, based on the results of this study, further development work should 
be conducted to develop the ESP exemption examination system at the UEF Language 
Centre in relation to the methods utilised at other Finnish university language centres 
as well as in connection with the self-assessment of ESP proficiency and the recognition 
of non-formal and informal learning of ESP in European HE. Somewhat surprisingly 
the results of this study indicated that both the participants in the ESP exemption 
examinations and those students who had not participated favoured the examination 
as the RPL method for non-formal and informal learning of ESP. However, at its best 
the RPL process should provide the applicant or participant information and tools to 
continue learning in the lifelong and life-wide context in addition to functioning as a 
time-efficient method to advance the completion of HE studies. While it can be argued 
that the attention paid to informing the RPL participants about the examination-
specific learning outcomes, the examination tasks and requirements and providing 
them feedback on their performances in the ESP exemption examinations also serve 
as connection between the students’ prior learning, the demonstrated learning and 
their future endeavours in the further development of their ESP, EBP and EAP skills, 
particularly the role of self-assessment and self-reflection within the RPL process 
should ideally be developed and elevated. In the Finnish UAS context, for instance, 
students’ self-assessment their language skills and proficiency has been facilitated 
with language-specific PSPs (kieliHOPS in Finnish) (Airola 2008, 48), the adoption 
of which also to the university language centres could enhance the role of lifelong 
language learning and provide an increasingly systematic and methodical approach 
to the recognition of ESP proficiency.
After all, the preference of the examination for both the RPL participants and 
the non-participants may reflect some challenges in the self-assessment of skills 
in connection with the learning outcomes, as Haapoja and Heikkilä (2009, 72) have 
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claimed, whereby the traditional examination may be seen as the ‘safe’ or the familiar 
option for university students accustomed to participating in examinations that 
require preparation in advance but also the application of skills and knowledge in 
the moment, rather than a comprehensive reflection or self-assessment of skills and 
the compilation of evidence as the method or part of the process of recognition. In the 
Finnish language centre RPL context for instance Airola (2012b, 38) has emphasised 
the multidimensionality of RPL assessment to enhance and ensure the validity and 
reliability of the assessment and also to better recognise learner differences and to 
provide various methods to demonstrate prior learning. This is an element to explore 
and consider more concretely at the UEF Language Centre and in the wider university-
level UEF context with a concrete comparison of the variety of methods applied in 
different faculties through the RPL network in place at UEF.
Further, since the ESP exemption examination system is currently the only RPL 
option available for students of Business and Economics to have their non-formal 
and informal ESP learning recognised at the UEF Language Centre, the student 
preference for the examination could be studied further with parallel studies at 
other Finnish university language centres where other assessment options such as 
portfolios and interviews are used. On the other hand, future development of the 
exemption examinations may lead to a more strictly task-based testing as proposed 
for European university language studies by Fischer, Chouissa, Dugovicˇovà and 
Virkkunen-Fullenwider (2011) or alternatively in a completely different direction if 
for instance increased integration between the ESP courses and the Business and 
Economics subject courses were sought, both of which would generate new interests 
in research. 
Therefore the results of this study may in the future also pave the way for more 
integrated learning options for ESP courses for Business and Economics at UEF, 
as already exist in some study programmes at UEF with Finnish speech and/or 
written communication courses integrated into the subject studies’ seminar or thesis 
processes. Any potential implementation of content and language integrated learning 
(CLIL) with ESP and the UEF Business School subject courses may then reflect on the 
RPL processes for non-formal and informal learning of ESP and/or the methods used 
to recognise ESP proficiency acquired outside the classroom. This is a development 
point that should be addressed at the UEF Language Centre and by the ESP teaching 
staff in order to weigh the merits of the current ESP course implementation, the 
current RPL system and any potential development points generated by the results 
of this study.
However, if the focus of development at the UEF Language Centre continues mostly 
with the time- and cost-efficient and tried and tested exemption examination system, 
the ESP lecturers/RPL assessors who teach the courses and administer the exemption 
examinations for Business and Economics, including myself, also play a pivotal role 
in the development of the RPL system at the UEF Language Centre. The information 
and self-assessment items available online, created by the ESP lecturers, and the 
instructions sent to participants regarding each exemption examination appeared to 
be important tools for students in the preparation for the examination and additionally 
served in relieving potential stress about attending essentially a performance and 
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proficiency test. The role of the ESP lecturers in charge of the RPL process was thus 
highlighted; the planning and preparation of authentic examination materials and 
activities in accordance with the learning outcomes, in addition to evaluating and 
numerically assessing the performance of each individual student require work and 
effort but a carefully planned and continuously developed system with clear guidance 
and instructions contribute towards a functional RPL process and a successful 
demonstration of non-formally and informally acquired ESP proficiency. The main 
development points appear to lie within the self-assessment questions which many 
RPL participants and non-participants deemed to pose an overly challenging picture 
of the examinations so the re-evaluation and the re-writing of the self-assessment 
questions and overall RPL information content is in question to better reflect the 
learning outcomes of each ESP exemption examination for Business and Economics.
Additionally, in line with Finnish educational policies on higher education 
(Ministry of Education and Culture 2014b, 11) and the strategy of the UEF for 2015–
2020 (University of Eastern Finland 2015, 9), the ESP exemption examinations could 
also be developed in accordance with the increased focus on digital, distance and 
blended learning environments and possibilities. Thus in the future students could 
take part in the exemption examinations via online learning platforms or other 
opportunities provided by modern interactive information technology, particularly 
considering the extensive distance learning student population at UEF and the UEF 
Business School. 
On a smaller scale, students could also be provided options and alternatives to 
complete the reading and writing related exemption examination tasks and components 
in their own schedule utilising the electronic examination system19 provided by the 
UEF Student and Learning Services, on any of the three UEF campuses or even at 
different Finnish HEIs with similar electronic examination systems. This would allow 
the creation of a database of relevant and examination-specific tasks and activities by 
the ESP lecturers/RPL assessors at the UEF Language Centre so that any student who 
registered for the RPL process for ESP could complete the randomly provided reading, 
vocabulary and writing tasks with a computer under examination conditions but 
with relative freedom to select the time and date. The oral and other communicative 
components of each ESP exemption examination for Business and Economics could 
then be attended and completed on campus, or alternatively again via information 
technology connections such as videoconferencing or pre-recorded performances or 
other contributions. These options naturally require a careful examination of the 
validity and reliability of such assessment tasks and environments and the available 
resources for such development work but for instance a smaller scale pilot project 
could provide more insight into the effectiveness, functionality and learning-related 
benefits of such RPL options. 
To summarise, figure 7.1 below presents some of the main development points for 
the RPL method and process based on the results of this study and its focus on ESP 
courses for students of Business and Economics at UEF and their implementation at 
19  https://stentti.uef.fi/login/index.php?lang=en
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the UEF Language Centre. The listing has no designated order of priority so that the 
points are mainly in the order in which they were discussed and envisioned in the 
preceding text.
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Figure 7.1. Development points for the RPL method and process for ESP courses for Business 
and Economics at the UEF Language Centre
7.4 SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
What generated an interest for myself in this research subject and the recognition of prior 
learning within the ESP and university context was that although the principle of RPL in various 
educational levels was developed decades ago, the concept of RPL, especially for non-formal 
and informal learning in the HE context, is still novel and its implementations in HEIs across 
Europe varied. Only the past few years have witnessed what Werquin (2010, 15) has called the 
Examining the ESP exemption examinations for Business and Economics at the 
UEF Language Centre from an RPL policy perspective, with particular attention 
paid to the role of self-assessment and reflection in the RPL process
Revising the self-assessment questions for the ESP exemption examinations 
for Business and Economics to better reflect the explicit learning outcomes 
of the ESP courses
Increasing the amount of information available for students of Business and 
Economics about the RPL process, method, activities, instructions and 
assessment criteria
Comparing the processes and methods used at other Finnish university 
language centres for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning of ESP
Considering providing options for students of Business and Economics at UEF 
to demonstrate their prior learning of ESP, including electronic examinations 
and/or online and distance options 
Exploring the possibility of creating content and language integrated ESP 
courses for Business and Economics and the implications of such study
modules for the RPL processes
Figure 7.1. Development points for the R  method and process for ESP courses for Business 
and Economics at the UEF Language Centre
7.4 S U G G E S T I O N S FO R FU R T H E R R E S E A R C H
What generated an interest for myself in this research subject and the recognition of 
prior learning within the ESP and university context was that although the principle 
of RPL in various educational levels was developed decades ago, the concept of RPL, 
especially for non-formal and informal learning in the HE context, is still novel and its 
implementations in HEIs across Europe varied. Only the past few years have witnessed 
what Werquin (2010, 15) has called the “sudden enthusiasm” for the recognition of non-
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formal and informal learning, perhaps partly due to the challenging global economic 
climate, the increased value of recognition in the labour market and the desire of 
experienced individuals to return to formal learning. 
Still, according to the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture (2013, 29–30), the 
development work and national projects with RPL in Finland still have not resulted 
in a systematic and exhaustive RPL system in Finnish universities and other HEIs 
for reasons such as financial restrictions, the change-intensive environment in the 
HEIs over the past decade, attitudinal issues with some HEI decision-makers and 
staff, and the lack of study modules and courses built on explicit and measurable 
learning outcomes (cf. Valk 2009, 91–92). However, with Finnish universities in a 
recent study stressing the importance of increasing graduation rates in educational 
policy development (Melin et al. 2015, 45), RPL processes will inevitably play a vital 
role in achieving these goals and expediting the transitions from university studies 
to the labour market, making RPL in Finnish HE a topical research subject. 
As language and communication studies are intrinsically tied to university studies 
in Finland, this also emphasises the role of RPL methods and processes for academic 
and field-specific language and communication courses and especially recognition 
of non-formally and informally acquired ESP proficiency. While a benchmarking 
process has already been conducted for RPL methods for ESP in Finnish university 
language centres (Anttila et al. 2014), more concrete research on the various RPL 
options, including examinations, portfolios, interviews and other methods should be 
performed from various angles, including student perspectives such as in this study. 
Another research perspective from a more applied linguistics approach would 
be to examine the ESP exemption examinations more closely as a form of language, 
performance and proficiency testing as a path to developing the examination tasks and 
activities. As this study focused on the ESP exemption examinations as a form of RPL 
assessment and more from an applied education perspective, the focus of the study 
did not allow a comprehensive inspection of the examination tasks or assessment 
instruments. However, this does create a potential topic for further research as an 
in-depth analysis of the tasks with a strong theoretical background of the functions 
of language testing and ESP assessment in particular could generate more evidence-
based justification and development for the assessment methods and tasks.
This study provided one view of non-formal and informal learning of ESP in 
relation to Finnish university students of Business and Economics, yet it could be 
assumed that the concept and perceptions would alter with new groups of students, 
so again more research on similar topics could be performed with university students 
of other fields and disciplines. After all, all students of Finnish universities are also 
students of the university language centres at some point of their studies yet many 
students have varying study paths and may complete their required ESP studies in a 
variety of ways so that more studies could be performed on the varying study paths 
of Finnish university students, including the recognition of prior learning of ESP and 
the options provided for it.
For instance, it would be reasonable to assume that the perceptions of non-formal 
and informal learning of ESP would differ if the study subjects were e.g. students of 
Medical Sciences, Natural Sciences or Educational Sciences. Would ESP proficiency 
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be similarly associated with reading, work, everyday interactions and general English 
as with the students of Business and Economics in this study or would new elements 
of non-formal and informal learning of ESP arise? Similarly, would an investigation 
of the perceptions of RPL in connection with slightly different ESP courses at the 
UEF Language Centre or at another language centre with different RPL methods 
provide corresponding or polarising results? Hopefully some of these questions will 
be explored in the near future in a Finnish or European HE language centre context. 
RPL as a research topic does lend itself to exploration also within the EHEA and 
particularly the HE language centres, with the European Confederation of Language 
Centres in Higher Education (CercleS) a potential platform for comparative studies 
and research on RPL practices in different parts of Europe.
 Research on RPL and the recognition of non-formal and informal learning in 
general with the EHEA will inevitably continue as the European Commission (2011, 
2) has proposed that by no later than 2018 all citizens in Europe should be provided 
widely available and affordable opportunities to have their non-formal and informal 
learning validated. This may prove to be challenging particularly in HEIs as, despite 
the policies and institutional commitments to RPL, the concept of recognising non-
formal and informal learning for university degrees in particular remains somewhat 
disputed. Therefore more studies on the attitudinal issues of RPL on the European 
level and inside Finland could also be conducted, from both staff and student 
perspectives.
After all, lifelong learning and the concept of RPL have in effect allowed – or forced 
– European HEIs to rethink their positions through both policies and practices while 
being confronted with competitive pressures and the challenges of the knowledge 
society (Werquin 2012, 263). HEIs in Europe today, universities included, are drastically 
different in terms of scale, structure, governance, and stakeholder involvement than 
before, and as a result they also possess increasingly significant local, regional, 
national and global roles (Slowey & Schuetze 2012, 5). Despite the economic overtones, 
the main beneficiaries of this transformation, it can be argued, have been the students. 
European universities have explicitly committed to embedding lifelong learning in 
institutional strategies and to providing high quality education to an increasingly 
diverse student population, also with enhanced academic and professional guidance 
and counselling services (European University Association 2008, 5–7). Lifelong 
learning has also manifested in HEIs as new academic qualifications, more degrees 
with vocational emphasis, part-time and distance learning, work-based learning 
and web-based learning environments (Jarvis 2002, 59–66), also highlighting the 
significance of institutionally recognising various forms of learning, and warranting 
further research on all elements of lifelong learning in the HE context.
Learning is, after all, at the centre of the HE curricula as a result of lifelong 
learning as more learning and student-centric approaches have been adapted to course 
descriptions, teaching methods and the assessment of learning, including RPL, as the 
concept of learning today is as varied and multidimensional as the people engaged 
in it. Learning is no longer considered necessarily an outcome of teaching but ideas 
and knowledge are increasingly constructed outside the classroom. Most individuals 
today develop in a versatile social and cultural setting where family, friends, peers 
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and the community as well as entertainment, the media and the Internet all create and 
influence informal interactions, learning and development. Young adults and adults, 
such as those in this study, learn from their family members, friends, colleagues 
and authority figures but they also comprehensively learn from the Internet, social 
media, movies, television, fiction, travel or other informal outlets, especially in the 
language learning context. Lifelong learning permeates many if not all layers of life, 
from conscious learning to unconscious, from formal education to everyday activities, 
many of which in today’s global world also inevitably include elements of language 
learning, for study purposes, for everyday language use or even for academic and 
professional language development and its recognition. 
Finally, it could be argued that overall more research is required on HE student 
perspectives and the concepts and perceptions of learning behind the phenomena 
of RPL, and increasingly more studies should emanate from the students, from their 
perceptions, experiences and their learning. After all, what ultimately emerged 
from the results of this study were proactive students of Business and Economics 
at UEF who utilised and developed their ESP proficiency in HE studies and in the 
workplace; who sought to enter an exchange period abroad or enrol as a peer tutor for 
international students to further their communicative and cross-cultural competence; 
who connected with foreigners in a variety of life situations; and who used English 
in all those situations with an open mind and a willingness to learn, including in 
the assessment of their skills and proficiency for recognition purposes. Surely these 
students were valid candidates for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
of ESP and arguably more of them exist in Finnish universities than utilise the RPL 
option for their ESP studies. Hopefully this study will also enable more students to be 
aware of RPL and its potential and practices to encourage them to demonstrate their 
valid prior learning through the systems created for them.
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Appendices
A PPE N D I X 1.  R PL PR O C E SS C H A R T AT T H E U N I V E R S I T Y O F 
E A S T E R N F I N L A N D 
http://www.uef.fi/documents/16531/153445/RPL_PROCESS_UEF.pdf 
University of Eastern Finland, description of the RPL process (Appendix 1)
EVALUATOR –
e.g. the teacher in charge, an 
amanuensis
   STUDENT COUNSELLOR –
e.g. a PSP counsellor, 
an amanuensis
   WINOODI OFFICIAL
Ph
as
e
Applies for the 
recognition of 
prior learning
Gives 
counselling
Evaluates
Is informed of the 
decision on credit 
transfer
Credit transfer on 
the basis of 
earlier studies
Credit transfer on 
the basis of other 
competencies
No credit transfer
Requiring an 
RPL 
demonstration
“Entry of transferred credits in 
Oodi” instructions
Gives an RPL 
demonstration Evaluates
Gives 
counselling
Is informed of the 
decision Gives 
counselling
Approval
Partial completion 
of a course
Rejection
Presents proof of 
prior learning Requests for additional information if necessary
“UEF RPL application / 
decision form” and the 
instructions relating to the 
process
Inclusion in the 
degree – entry in 
the study register
Substitution of a 
course – entry in 
the study register
Participates in the teaching (a 
negative decision)
Is informed of being 
required an RPL 
demonstration Gives 
counselling
Appeals against the 
decision (-> appeal 
process)
Completion of a 
course – entry in 
the study register
“UEF RPL application / decision 
form” and the instructions relating 
to the process
Does not 
appeal 
against 
the 
decision
Does not 
appeal 
against the 
decision
Makes a 
decision in the 
matter
Makes a 
decision in the 
matter
   Appeals against 
      the decision 
(-> appeal process)
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A PPE N D I X 2 .  N AT I O N A L R E CO M M E N DAT I O N S FO R T H E 
R E CO G N I T I O N O F N O N - FO R M A L A N D I N FO R M A L L A N G UAG E 
A N D CO M M U N I C AT I O N CO M PE T E N C E 
http://tunnistaosaaminen.utu.fi/sites/default/files/liitteet/kielet_ja_viestinta.pdf
(Translated from Finnish by Tuomainen in 2014)
Working group for languages and communication
RECOMMENDATIONS
Approved in the working group 8 September 2011
Recognition and validation of non-formal and informal language and 
communication competence
This recommendation applies to higher education language and communication 
studies.
1. Language and communication studies included in higher education degrees can 
be completed with demonstrations of learning and competence, unless the higher 
education institution decides otherwise.
2. If a student has non-formally and informally acquired language and communication 
learning relevant to the curriculum learning outcomes, he/she has an opportunity 
to demonstrate said learning with a demonstration, provided that the student 
reflects on the prior learning and assesses it in relation to the learning outcomes. 
Any demonstration provided by the student must be adequate, reliable and up to 
date.
3. Methods for demonstrating language and communication competence include 
exemption or demonstration examinations, portfolios, interviews, oral or written 
contributions, the European Language Portfolio, learning diaries, learning 
assignments, expert lectures, and combinations of the above.
4. A student will demonstrate his/her learning in the arranged method, with experts 
in the teaching of higher education language and communication assessing the 
learning results and whether they match the learning outcomes set for the studies. 
The assessment is pass/fail or numerical in accordance with the practices of the 
higher education institution. In Finnish/Swedish the students will be provided 
the grade as required by the statute (law 424/2003 and statute 481/2003). A grade 
will be provided for both oral and written language competence.
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A PPE N D I X 3.  E S P CO U R S E S , E X E M P T I O N E X A M I N AT I O N S A N D 
A SS E SS M E N T M E T H O D S A N D C R I T E R I A FO R S T U D E N T S O F 
B U S I N E SS A N D E CO N O M I C S AT U E F 
(Heinonen, Kaskinen, Mills & Tuomainen 2014; University of Eastern Finland 
Language Centre 2014b)
English for Business and Economics (EBE)
3 ECTS, 36 hours of contact teaching, 1st year of studies, CEFR level B2
Course description 
The student understands business-specific texts in English, has a command of key business terminology in English 
and can function in central oral and written communication situations in his/her own field of study.
ESP goals 
 - Developing academic reading skills and lexis knowledge (academic and field-specific vocabulary)
 - Developing academic and field-specific oral communication skills, including fluency, pronunciation and 
presentation skills
 - Familiarisation with academic style and conventions
 - Familiarisation of business-specific English in various intercultural and linguistic settings 
Course assessment (grading 1–5)
 - 80 % attendance in contact teaching 
 - Continuous assessment of all course activities and/or a final examination with business-specific reading 
comprehension, business vocabulary, academic vocabulary and affixes
 - Continuous assessment for oral proficiency
 - Oral presentation on a business-specific topic
Exemption examination (RPL) (grading 1–5)
 - Test on business-specific reading comprehension, business vocabulary, academic vocabulary, affixes and word 
formation principles
 - Discussion with lecturer/assessor on higher education, interests in business and economics, work experience, 
career prospects, professional qualities
 - Oral presentation prepared in advance, presented in the examination 
Assessment grid 1–5
1 The student has satisfactory reading skills with business-specific texts, a satisfactory level of understanding 
and command of key business terminology, academic vocabulary and word formation principles, satisfactory 
writing, listening and presentation skills for study purposes, and basic discussion skills on field-specific topics, 
with L1 influence on pronunciation.
2 The student has basic reading skills with business-specific texts, a basic level of understanding and command 
of key business terminology, academic vocabulary and word formation principles, basic writing, listening and 
presentation skills for study purposes, and a basic level of discussion skills on field-specific topics, with some 
issues in basic grammar and pronunciation.
3 The student has appropriate reading skills with business-specific texts, an appropriate level of understanding 
and command of key business terminology, academic vocabulary and word formation principles, appropriate 
writing, listening and presentation skills for study purposes, and mostly suitable discussion skills on field-
specific topics, with mostly clear pronunciation.
4 The student has a good level of reading with business-specific texts, good understanding and command 
of key business terminology, academic vocabulary and word formation principles, a good level of writing, 
listening and presentation skills for study purposes, and mostly fluent discussion skills on field-specific topics, 
with clear pronunciation.
5 The student has fluent and analytical command of reading of business-specific texts, effective understanding 
and command of key business terminology, academic vocabulary and word formation principles, effective 
and functional writing, listening and presentation skills for study purposes, and fluent discussion skills on 
field-specific topics, with accurate pronunciation.
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English for Communicating in Business (ECB)
4 ECTS, 48 hours of contact teaching, 2nd year of studies, CEFR level B2
Course description 
The student has a command of oral and written business communication to effectively function in various 
international work situations, meetings and negotiations. The student can construct main documents for English 
business communication with relevant style and level of politeness, and can prepare and present relevant and 
compelling oral presentations for business purposes.
ESP goals 
 - Developing skills necessary for communicating effectively in typical business situations through class and 
small-group discussions, role-plays and other exercises in all aspects of business communication, including 
pronunciation and business vocabulary
 - Developing and practicing writing various types of business texts, with attention to content, structure, language, 
style and grammar
 - Active development of listening skills and oral presentation skills for business purposes
 - Familiarisation of business communication in English in various intercultural settings
Course assessment (grading 1–5)
 - 80 % attendance in contact teaching 
 - Written activities on business correspondence, professional applications and reports
 - Oral activities on business communication, e.g. job interview simulations, negotiation role-plays
 - Sales presentation and/or business presentation
Exemption examination (RPL) (grading 1–5)
 - Written activities on business correspondence, including vocabulary on business communication
 - Job interview simulation, with negotiation elements
 - Oral presentation (sales and/or business), prepared in advance, presented in the examination
Assessment grid 1–5
1 The student has a satisfactory level of writing, satisfactory managing of written and oral business 
communication situations, basic understanding of the functions, style and language of written business 
correspondence and oral business communication, with some understanding of intercultural communication 
considerations, and basic presentation and negotiation skills for business communication purposes.
2 The student has a basic level of writing for business purposes, mostly appropriate handling of written and 
oral business communication situations, a basic understanding of the functions, style and language of 
written business correspondence and oral business communication, limited understanding of intercultural 
communication consideration, and basic presentation and negotiation skills for business communication 
purposes.
3 The student has a suitable level of writing, appropriate handling of written and oral business communication 
situations, an ability to modify communication style based on the situation and persons involved, with some 
intercultural communication considerations, and appropriate presentation and negotiation skills for business 
communication purposes.
4 The student has a good level of writing, good handling of written and oral business communication 
situations, an ability to effectively modify communication style based on the situation and persons involved, 
including intercultural communication considerations, and good presentation and negotiation skills for 
business communication purposes.
5 The student has a fluent level of writing, effective and professional handling of written and oral business 
communication situations, including spontaneity and fluency, an ability to skilfully modify communication 
style based on the situation and persons involved, including intercultural communication considerations, and 
fluent and effective presentation and negotiation skills for business communication purposes.
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English Academic Writing and Presentations for Business and Economics (EAWP)
3 ECTS, 36 hours of contact teaching; at times conducted as a blended learning course with limited contact, 3rd 
year of studies, CEFR level B2–C1
Course description 
The student can write various field-specific academic texts in English (e.g. critical review, academic essay, 
Bachelor’s thesis) and prepare and present a clear and effective academic presentation on field-specific research 
interests.
ESP/EAP goals 
 - Practicing and developing writing and presentation skills in English in the context of academic study of Business 
and Economics using lectures, classroom activities, pair and small-group discussion and written and oral 
exercises
 - Practicing formal English language use in writing and in oral communication, including argumentation and 
critical use of references
 - Activating academic vocabulary for increased lexical variety in written and oral communication
 - Developing academic presentation skills in connection with individual research interests
 - Providing constructive peer feedback to others on academic writing and presentations skills
Course assessment (grading 1–5)
 - 80 % attendance in contact teaching 
 - Written assignments on academic writing, e.g. critical review, summary, academic essay
 - Oral academic presentation
Exemption examination (RPL) (grading 1–5)
 - Exercises on academic style, language, vocabulary and grammar accuracy
 - Activity on referencing
 - Written academic essay on a topic provided
 - Oral academic presentation, prepared in advance, presented in the examination
Assessment grid 1–5
1 The student has a satisfactory level of writing for academic purposes, with satisfactory grammar. Vocabulary 
mostly suitable but increases in formality required, pronunciation mostly clear but influence of L1 accent 
present. Satisfactory interactive ability, hesitation may occur. Academic presentation skills require more 
attention to structure, content and formality.
2 The student has a basic level of writing for academic purposes, with mostly accurate grammar. Vocabulary 
mostly suitable for academic purposes, pronunciation mostly clear. Sufficient interactive ability. Academic 
presentation skills require more attention to structure, content and formality.
3 The student has a mainly appropriate level of writing for academic purposes, with sufficiently accurate 
grammar. Moderate level of academic vocabulary in dealing with the tasks, good overall level of 
pronunciation. Appropriate level of interactive ability. Academic presentation skills may require more 
attention to structure, content, overall formality suitable.
4 The student has a good level of writing for academic purposes, with accurate grammar. Good level of 
academic vocabulary in dealing with the tasks, good level of pronunciation of advanced terminology, and 
good level of interactive ability. Effective construction and delivery of an academic presentation, with overall 
good formality.
5 The student has an effective and fluent level of writing for academic purposes, with accurate grammar. 
Advanced and versatile academic vocabulary in dealing with the tasks, fluent and accurate pronunciation 
of advanced terminology and fluent interactive ability. Effective construction and delivery of an academic 
presentation, with advanced formality.
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A PPE N D I X 4.  Q U E S T I O N N A I R E FO R R PL PA R T I C I PA N T S
(Translated from Finnish by Tuomainen in 2014, with contact details changed to 
generic for publication)
Dear student
This questionnaire is connected to research performed in 2013–2015 at the University 
of Eastern Finland regarding field-specific English language and communication 
skills of students of Business and Economics and the practices of recognition of prior 
learning (RPL). Student data are collected from students participating in the ESP 
exemption examinations on the Joensuu and Kuopio campuses.
The data collection involves a questionnaire and an interview. If you wish to 
take part, completing the questionnaire will take approximately 10–15 minutes. You 
will also receive a separate letter of informed consent for the individual interviews 
organised at a later date.
Participating in the study is voluntary and the questionnaire is in no way 
connected to today’s ESP exemption examination, the demonstration of your skills 
and competence or the assessment. The data in the questionnaires are processed 
anonymously, confidentially and separately from the ESP exemption examinations and 
their assessment. The results of the study will assist in the development of language 
and communication studies for Business and Economics students, the exemption 
examination process for the recognition of non-formal and informal learning and 
UEF Language Centre teaching. Your responses will be immensely valuable.
For more information about the study please contact lecturer Satu Tuomainen, 
University of Eastern Finland Language Centre, Kuopio campus, tel. 040–123 4567 or 
email first.last@uef.fi. 
Thank you for your time!
Satu Tuomainen
Lecturer in English
Language Centre
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QUESTIONNAIRE
Please circle/select the appropriate alternative or fill in your answer in the space 
provided. If needed, you can continue your answers to the back of the paper. 
I BACKGROUND
1. Gender
1 male 
2 female 
2. Age: ___________
3. The year of starting studies at the University of Eastern Finland: ___________
4. On which UEF campus do you study Business and Economics?
1 Joensuu
2 Kuopio
5. What is the thematic focus of your studies?
1 Service Management (Joensuu)
2 Business and Law (Joensuu)
3 Innovation Management (Kuopio)
4 Accounting and Finance (Kuopio)
5 Not yet selected 
6. Your education prior to UEF (select and fill in all relevant): 
1 Upper secondary school and matriculation examination, year ___________
2 Polytechnic/UAS degree, year ___________
3 University Bachelor’s degree, year ___________
4 University Master’s degree, year _____________
5 Other, please specify ___________________________________________________
7. Your current employment status during your university studies:
1 Working full-time
2 Working part-time
3 Not working
8. What has been your latest job title in full-time or part-time employment during your 
university studies: _________________________________________________________
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9. How do you estimate your English language skills based on the skill levels of the 
European Framework of Reference for Languages? (Select skill level A1–C2, or do 
not know DNK).
Basic user                 Independent user                 Proficient user                   Do not know
A1       A2                 B1                   B2                C1                 C2                          DNK
II ESP EXEMPTION EXAMINATION
10. In which ESP exemption examination are you participating today?
1 English for Business and Economics (EBE, 3 ECTS)
2 English for Communicating in Business (ECB, 4 ECTS)
3 English Academic Writing and Presentations for Business and Economics 
(EAWP, 3 ECTS)
11. Where did you obtain information about this opportunity for an ESP exemption 
examination? (select all relevant) 
1 UEF Business School academic advisor, personal study plan advisor or other 
staff
2 UEF Language Centre academic advisor or RPL advisor
3 ESP lecturer(s)
4 Study guide or WebOodi 
5 Peer tutor
6 Fellow student or friend
7 Other, where/who? _________________________________________
12. What is your primary reason for taking part in this RPL demonstration?
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
13. Where did you obtain information about the content and activities of the 
examination prior to the examination day? (select all relevant) 
1 By email from the ESP lecturer 
2 Verbally from the ESP lecturer
3 From the UEF Language Centre website
4 From a student who had previously participated
5 Elsewhere; please specify: ______________________________________________
6 I have not obtained information
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14. Prior to the examination, did you familiarise yourself with the examination-
specific self-evaluation questions available at the UEF Language Centre website?
1 Yes
2 No
15. In your opinion, did you receive enough information and guidance about the ESP 
exemption examination prior to the examination day? 
1 Yes
2 No
Any suggestions for improvement? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
16. How do you feel about the possibility of the recognition of prior learning (RPL) 
with the exemption examinations as part of university language and communication 
studies; what are the positives and negatives? Would you have preferred to demonstrate 
your prior learning in another method than the examination? If so, how? 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
III PRIOR LEARNING
The following questions concern English for business purposes, i.e. field-specific 
English used in the fields of business, economics, commerce, trade and business life, 
hence not your general skills in English. 
17. Have you already studied English for business purposes? (select all relevant)
1 Yes, in the language and communication courses at UEF
2 Yes, in courses offered by the UEF Business School
3 Yes, in the language and communication courses at another HEI 
4 Yes, in business-specific courses at another HEI 
5 Yes, in upper secondary school/high school 
6 Yes, in workplace training
7 Yes, in other training
8 No, I have not (you may move directly to question 21)
18. If you have already studied English for business purposes outside UEF (question 
17, items 3–7), where and when? 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
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19. If you have already studied English for business purposes outside UEF, have you 
applied for accreditation for an ESP/EBP course as part of your studies?
1 Yes, from the UEF Language Centre
2 Yes, from the UEF Business School
3 No, I have not
 
20. If you have applied for accreditation, what was the outcome?
1 I received accreditation
2 My application was rejected
3 I have not yet received a decision
21. Learning and skills can also accumulate outside of studying and training. In your 
opinion, have your learned English for business purposes at work? 
1 Yes
2 No
22. If yes, in what kind of work and when? 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
23. In your opinion, have you during your lifetime learned English for business 
purposes while abroad? (travelling, studying, at work) 
1 Yes
2 No
24. If yes, in which countries, when and in what context? 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
25. In your opinion, have you during your lifetime learned English for business 
purposes in your free time, with family or friends or during hobbies? 
1 Yes
2 No
26. If yes, when, where and with whom?  
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
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27. If assessing your learning of English for business purposes outside of formal 
education (i.e. at work, abroad, during your free time or travelling), what ESP/EBP 
language and communication skills have you learned this way? Select all relevant. 
  Field-specific vocabulary and terminology
    Text comprehension
  Listening comprehension
  Daily written tasks (e.g. e-mails, enquiries, memos)
  Formal written tasks (e.g. offers, contracts, reports)
  Daily oral tasks (e.g. discussions, calls, introductions, meetings)
  Formal oral tasks (e.g. negotiations, presentations, speeches)
  Other, what? ________________________________________________________
28. Which skills from question 27 have you in your opinion learned the most outside 
of formal studying? Underline or circle one or more from the list above.
29. If you are today participating in the exemption examination for the course English 
Academic Writing and Presentations (EAWP), where and when have you also learned 
skills in academic writing and presentations?
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
30. Anything else you would like to mention in connection to this topic? Any other 
situations or experiences? 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
A warm thank you for your answers and contribution!
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A PPE N D I X 5.  I N FO R M E D CO N S E N T FO R M FO R T H E I N T E RV I E WS
(Translated from Finnish by Tuomainen in 2014)
Informed consent form for the interview
This form is connected to research performed in 2013–2015 at the University of Eastern 
Finland regarding field-specific English language and communication skills of students 
of Business and Economics and the practices of recognition of prior learning (RPL).
In addition to the questionnaire completed during the ESP exemption examination 
days, the study involves research interviews. Those who consent will be invited to 
an individual interview within one month, and the date and time will be arranged 
individually with each participant. The interview is estimated to last c. 30 minutes 
and will be audio recorded. All the information will be handled according to the 
Finnish Personal Data Act so that participants cannot be identified from the data or 
any information passed on to a third party. 
For more information about the study please contact lecturer Satu Tuomainen, UEF 
Language Centre, Kuopio campus, tel. 040–123 4567 or email first.last@uef.fi. 
__________________________________________________________________________
Please fill in all the sections suitable to you. If you do not wish to participate in an 
interview, you can also return the form empty.  
1. I can be invited to an interview to discuss my prior learning of English for business 
purposes.   Yes        No  
2. I prefer to participate (select all suitable):
 Face to face on the Joensuu campus  
 Face to face on the Kuopio campus 
 Via computer or videoconferencing (e.g. Skype, Adobe Contact Pro)
__________________________________________________________________________
I have not been pressured or persuaded to participate in this study. I understand 
that my participation is voluntary and I am free to cancel my consent at any time 
without providing a reason. I am entitled to receive information about the results of 
the completed study.
Name: ____________________________________________________________________
E-mail address and/or telephone number: ______________________________________
Date: _____________________________________________________________________
Signature: _________________________________________________________________
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A PPE N D I X 6.  I N T E RV I E W FR A M E WO R K
(Translated from Finnish by Tuomainen in 2014)
Interview framework
__________________________________________________________________________
Environments of non-formal and informal learning of ESP/EBP
Studies
Work
In Finland
Abroad
Travel
Hobbies
Family, friends
Timeline
Experiential learning of ESP/EBP
Reasons for seeking the recognition of prior learning of ESP/EBP
Perceptions of RPL
Examination as the RPL methods (cf. other methods: portfolio, interview, English 
Language Portfolio, learning diary, learning tasks, expert lecture)
Student self-assessment in connection with the course learning outcomes (self-
evaluation questions)
Information and guidance for RPL and the ESP exemption examination from the 
student perspective
Anything else
__________________________________________________________________________
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A PPE N D I X 7.  E L E C T R O N I C S U RV E Y FO R R PL N O N -
PA R T I C I PA N T S
(Translated from Finnish by Tuomainen in 2014)
Survey for students of Business and Economics at the University of Eastern 
Finland
Survey regarding prior learning of English for business purposes, its recognition 
(RPL) and the exemption examination process and arrangements at the UEF Language 
Centre
I Background information 
1. Gender
Male
Female
2. Your age: 
3. What year did you begin your studies in Business and Economics at UEF (or its 
predecessors)?  
4. On which UEF campus do you study? 
Joensuu
Kuopio
5. What is the orientation of your studies in Business and Economics? (the thematic 
areas of the previous curricula are also included) 
Service management (J)
Business and Law (J)
Accounting and Taxation (J)
Innovation Management (K)
Business Administration and Finance (K)
Leadership, Innovations and Marketing (K)
Accounting and Finance (K)
Not yet selected 
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6. Your education prior to entering UEF (select all relevant) 
Upper secondary school / High school and matriculation examination
Previous studies at university or polytechnic/UAS (no degree)
A polytechnic/UAS degree (Bachelor’s)
An advanced polytechnic/UAS degree (Master’s)
Bachelor’s degree (university)
Master’s degree (university)
Other
7. Are you currently working during your studies? 
Full-time
Part-time
Not working
8. What has been your latest job title in full-time or part-time employment during your 
university studies (if applicable)?
 
9. How do you estimate your English language skills based on the skill levels of the 
European Framework of Reference for Languages? (Select skill level A1–C2, or do 
not know).
A1 (basic user)
A2 (basic user) 
B1 (independent user)
B2 (independent user)
C1 (proficient user)
C2 (proficient user)
Do not know
II ESP exemption examinations 
10. Where have you obtained information about the possibility for an ESP exemption 
examination? (select all relevant) 
UEF Business School academic advisor, personal study plan advisor or other staff
UEF Language Centre academic advisor 
ESP lecturer(s)
Study guide or WebOodi 
Peer tutor
Friend or fellow student
Elsewhere
Nowhere
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11. In your opinion, have you received enough information about the possibility for 
an ESP exemption examination? 
Yes
No
12. If not, how in your opinion would information reach all students of Business and 
Economics at UEF more effectively? 
13. Have you already participated in any ESP exemption examination at the UEF 
Language Centre?  
Yes
No
14. If not, what is your primary reason for not taking part in an RPL demonstration 
for ESP?
I want to participate in the ESP course
I would not pass the examination 
The examination as a method is unsuitable
The examination time/date is unsuitable
Preparing for the examination is too much work
I want a good grade by participating in the course
I haven’t known about this opportunity
Other
15. Do you have any plans to potentially take part in an ESP exemption examination 
in the future? 
Yes
Maybe
No
No (I have already completed the required ESP courses)
16. Would you prefer to demonstrate your prior learning of ESP in a method other than 
the examinations currently in use? (select all relevant) 
The examination is suitable
Written portfolio + oral interview
Expert lecture
The European Language Portfolio (description of language development over 
    the years)
Learning diary
On-the-job observation (language assessment in authentic work situations)
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An individually tailored combination of methods
The method does not matter
17. In general, how do you view the recognition of prior learning (RPL) as part of 
university language and communication studies?
Lottery 
All respondents who submit their contact information will be entered into a lottery of 
10 Finnkino movie tickets (5 for Joensuu campus students, 5 for Kuopio). If you wish 
to enter, fill in your e-mail address below. If not, please move forward to send your 
answers. 
Submit answers
 
The system is Eduix E-lomake
The system is Eduix E-lomake 3.1.
PU B L I C AT I O N S O F T H E U N I V E R S I T Y O F E A S T E R N F I N L A N D
D I SS E R TAT I O N S I N E D U C AT I O N , H U M A N I T I E S ,  A N D T H E O LO G Y
1.  Taru Viinikainen. Taipuuko “akrobaatti Aleksandra”? Nimikekonstruktio ja nimik-
keen taipuminen lehtikielessä 1900-luvulta 2000-luvulle. 2010.
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Perceptions of Non-formal 
and Informal Learning of 
English for Specific 
Purposes in a University 
Context
This mixed methods study examines 
the non-formal and informal learn-
ing environments used by Finnish 
students of Business and Economics 
at the University of Eastern Finland 
(UEF) to acquire skills in academic 
and field-specific English outside the 
formal classroom learning. The study 
also explores how the students per-
ceive the recognition (RPL) of their 
non-formal and informal learning 
in general and in connection with 
the English exemption examination 
system used at the UEF Language 
Centre.
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